3 The Bishop and His World

If the previous chapter was concerned with problems of language, with the words and
expressions employed by the poets to identify the bishop as such, in the following chapter
I will examine the three main facets of the literary construction of the bishop as put
forth by Ephrem and Gregory. First (§3.1), I will consider the complex of functions and
relationships with his community that forms the bishop’s identity and claim to author-
ity. These can be thematised under three headings—allowing for a good deal of overlap
and blurred margins: the bishop as “lover of the poor”, hence his social and civic activ-
ities (§3.1.1); the bishop as high priest, in his liturgical activities (§3.1.2); and the bishop
as teacher and spiritual guide. This last function has been divided for convenience into
two subsections, one more concerned with the doctrinal implications of the bishop’s
function as teacher (§3.1.3), the other with the moral implications (§3.1.4). From these
moral implications, the passage to the following theme is particularly smooth: Ephrem
and Gregory largely share a positive view of asceticism, and this in turn influences
their expectations on the morality of bishops and Christian communities. Therefore,
the second part of the chapter (§3.2) will treat the relationship between the episcopate
and asceticism as represented by the poets; the theme is of utmost importance during
the fourth century, as new ascetic movements rose to prominence, often threatening
traditional hierarchy. Finally, the third part (§3.3) is concerned with the thorny issue of
bishop selection, another disputed ground during Ephrem’s and Gregory’s lifetimes, as
the importance of bishops grew, and the councils often had to nominate bishops and
decide between conflicting claims to dioceses. The results of this inquiry can be sum-
marised as follows: The two poets share the same general views on the episcopate and
its functions (both stressing spiritual guidance over liturgical and social activities) and
subscribe to a similar strain of asceticism of Syrian origin. However, the poets employ
these common concepts in their literary constructions in remarkably different ways,
which reflect the poets’ different contexts of production and pragmatic aims. Further-
more, Gregory is marked out by his greater interest in intellectual, doctrinal, and educa-
tional questions, in a way that betrays the deep influence on his thought of Origen and
the Greek pagan tradition.

3.1 Functions of the bishop

Approaching the theme of bishops and the definition of their role and authority in the
community, we find a wealth of perspectives one might employ. One could approach
the matter with Weber’s distinction of traditional, charismatic, and rational authority in
mind, or adopt a modified version of this tripartition, as did Rapp with her concepts of
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spiritual, ascetic, and pragmatic authority’. A more traditional approach might employ
biblical-theological functions, such as kingship, priesthood and prophecy, canonical
requirements, or similar distinctions implied by theological reflection® While sociolog-
ical categories, such as those exemplified by Weber and Rapp, aim at describing the
concrete reality of the episcopate, with its differences and articulations, theological cat-
egories aim at making sense of the variations of reality, at the same time prescribing
behaviours: the former are, so to say, analytic, the latter synthetic. In treating literary
texts, however, we face an additional issue: what we try to describe are not facts, but
interpretations and perspectives, which are no doubt linked to real facts, but cannot be
equated with them. Therefore, the categories we adopt should be literary categories:
as literary products are linked to facts, so literary categories have a certain intersec-
tion with sociological and theological categories, even without being exactly the same.
Hence, previous historical research on the functions and role of the bishops will be of
use for this analysis, although its categories will not be used directly.

I have decided to analyse the functions of the bishop described by the poets under
three categories, which may be summarised as charity, leadership, and liturgy. The first
cue for this partition came from an article by Claudia Rapp on episcopal charity, where
two fifth-century hagiographies of bishops, the Life of Epiphanius of Salamis and the
Life of Porphyrius of Gaza, are compared. These two biographies have different takes on
episcopal charity, since Epiphanius is often described as giving money and food to the
poor, even when these donations upset civil or ecclesiastical leaders, while Porphyrius
is represented as merciful with pagans and sinners, leading his community through
compassion. These two models of charity—*“social” and “spiritual,” so to speak—have a
diachronic distribution, so that the social “lover of the poor” becomes more and more
prominent from the fifth century onwards in hagiographies, while spiritual compassion
is highlighted mostly in canonical documents of the fourth century such as the Apostolic
Constitutions®. Furthermore, the two charities relate to two different fields of action
for the bishop: mercy was the defining attitude of the bishop when he stood before a
penitent Christian, the most praised virtue of the bishop in dealing with his community
and its spiritual needs; the love of the poor was the attitude of the Christian community,
publicly represented by its bishop, towards society at large, and it related to the mate-
rial needs of the city. As explained by Rapp, these two spheres are linked in many ways,
both in real life and in theological thinking, but it is also interesting that they corre-

1 Weber 1922, 122-176; Rapp 2005, 16-18.

2 See the overview of scholarship at Rapp 2005, 6-16; theological categories are explored by Bou Man-
sour 2019 and Murray 2006 for the early Syriac church; Gautier 2002, 113-134 uses a threefold division
of “sacramental”, “doctoral” and “patronal” functions to analyse Gregory’s view of priesthood, but their
foundation is primarily theological. They more or less correspond to my “liturgy”, “leadership” and
“charity”.

3 Rapp 2009, 77-80.
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spond to two different literary models of bishop in the genre of hagiography*. The lover
of the poor and the spiritual counsellor may be compared to common varieties inside
a wider and recognised class of literary characters, different species of a genus—like,
for example, the different types of servi in ancient comedy or the female characters in
ancient novels®. The literary author employs recognised commonplaces to define his
character not only as belonging to a generic social class but also as a type of individuals
recurring in that class.

The features of the “lover of the poor” bishop are material charity—as shown, for
example in feeding the hungry or freeing prisoners and hostages—and his ability to
procure material advantages for the Christian community with his political ability,
which may be synthesised under the name of parrhesia, the authority and skill to treat
with powerful people®. The spiritual bishop is defined by his supernatural discern-
ment—namely, his ability to know the heart of his people and treat them with justice,
and, most of all, mercy, in order to lead them to God. Under this role of spiritual custody
over the community must be included especially the munus docendi, the teaching
authority and the task of debunking heresy and error. To these two models of episcopal
sanctity, we can add a third one, the bishop as worship leader, his role of high priest. In
this quality, the bishop is endowed with powerful prayer and, in hagiography at least,
eucharistic miracles: these phenomena show another kind of parrhesia of the bishop,
his direct relationship with God—and his ability to obtain from God what the people
need. As worship leader and mediator between God and humans, the bishop must be
pure and clean, so that his parrhesia flows ultimately from his personal holiness.

Obviously, this threefold distinction is at least partially artificial. It is similar—
though not identical—to the threefold office—kingship, prophecy, and priesthood—of
traditional theology, and, in the distinction between spiritual guidance and material
charity, it partly resembles a distinction assumed by the abundant literature on the
expanding jurisdiction of bishops from late antiquity to the Middle Ages’—namely, the
distinction between a religious and secular jurisdiction of the bishop. However this dis-
tinction between a secular and a spiritual sphere of action is more in our eyes than in
the texts: here we should apply the same caveat Claudia Rapp used in her distinction
between pragmatic and charismatic authority—namely, that pragmatic authority flows
from charismatic authority and is still part of a religious worldview®. The distinction

4 Rapp 2005, 279-290 for the evolution of the bishop’s social and political authority from authority in
the Christian congregation as a result of societal change.

5 See, for example: MacCary 1969; Haynes 2003, 101-155; also, the discussion of typification in De Tem-
merman 2014, 8-14; and of character in De Temmerman/van Emde Boas 2018, 1-23.

6 The fundamental treatment of this category of late antique social interaction is given by Brown 1992,
61-70; 77-78 on the bishop exercising parrhesia in connection with his “love of the poor”. For a recent
history of this ancient category, Leppin 2022.

7 Rapp 2005, 6-12.

8 Rapp 2005, 6, 18, 239, 290.
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between material charity and spiritual leadership should be understood more as a dis-
tinction between two literary or rhetorical emphases, both rooted in religious values
and with spiritual aims, than as two different spheres of jurisdiction. Furthermore,
the three models of behaviour seem to correspond to the munus regendi (kingship),
docendi (prophecy), and sanctificandi (priesthood), yet the munus regendi can describe
equally the charitable bishop and the spiritual leader, and even the munus sanctificandi,
most easily associated with the role of high priest, can be meaningful in describing the
spiritual care of a bishop. Furthermore, under the umbrella of “spiritual leadership” fall
two different problems the bishop will face—namely, doctrinal error and moral fault®;
granted that they are united by the fact that the hishop should teach or guide his con-
gregation, sometimes with the same means in both cases, they are nevertheless two dif-
ferent problems, which summon different themes, such as that of formation and culture
in the case of doctrinal error and that of mercy and penance in the case of moral fault.

Finally, the distinction between these three models should not be read too rigidly,
since in most cases they are just three facets of one coherent conception of the epis-
copate, and each text may choose to highlight this or that facet in order to make its
point. In this, they are similar to the “ideal-types” of authority formulated by Weber:
they are never met in their pure form in practice; every literary bishop—just like every
historical authority—has some elements which approximate to this or that type'. Such
categories are then above all useful heuristic concepts, but the literary portrait of a
bishop can be evaluated only a posteriori, after the text has been properly interpreted
in its rhetorical mechanisms and artistic choices. In this perspective, the comparison
of passages from different texts on the basis of a common literary theme may help us
assess the differences and peculiarities in the treatment of these features, which were
in some way or other part of the audience’s expectations.

3.1.1 Lover of the poor

In their broadest lines, Gregory’s and Ephrem’s approaches to the role of the bishop
are similar, though the poets play out the details differently. For both authors, material
charity and political skills seem to be the least important features of the ideal bishop.
They clearly focus on spiritual guidance, and only in relation to it do they consider
the other actions the bishop may pursue. However, the relationship between spiritual
guidance and other actions develops in different ways. In this section I begin by ana-
lysing the text passages in which the two poets downplay material charity through the
suggestion to delegate its tasks to people other than the bishop (§3.1.1.1). Then, I will
differentiate between the two poets. First (§3.1.1.2), I will consider Ephrem, as he limits

9 Same distinction at Gautier 2002, 118.
10 Weber 1922, 124.



220 = 3 The Bishop and His World

material charity and its rhetorical commonplaces to one hishop, Babu, thereby employ-
ing this episcopal trait more as a characterising device than as a generalised theological
object. Furthermore, briefer references to the concept can be traced back to the bish-
op’s role in guiding the community and in his priestly prerogatives. My treatment of
Gregory (§3.1.1.3) will begin with a passing reference to material charity, which serves
to criticise the election of Nectarius. Then I will analyse his handling of the complex and
much more important theme of parrhesia—namely, the issue of how the bishop should
relate to secular power. This theme, introduced here for the first time prominently, will
emerge several times in the remainder of this chapter.

3.1.1.1 Atask to be delegated

From the paucity of the poets’ remarks on material charity, the reader can deduce that
they ascribed little importance the practice of this virtue as an episcopal task. Gregory
discusses the question in only one instance, while Ephrem alludes to it multiple times,
but only in passing and, we shall see, with strong limitations. Furthermore, both poets
wrote a passage proposing delegation of practical tasks to other figures:

Zadona adok ard 0 iam K ans

s am nle 1 1l ad caa adun ard

aﬂ&.lvsxr{uina oﬁk\.u:_n{m::fé.\h

~haao M oiam ;on ~<ar\ nL usd

nv\k\m:.)\ RO weio s ;mlan Kamas
(CN 18,11)

“Ev €0Tw T008’ €pyov iepéwg Kal povov,

Poyag kabaipe €v Biw e kal Adyw,

Ave @épovta £vOEoLg KIvuaot,

— TaAnvov, bivouv te Tag Belag povag

AKNAMSWTOLE EUPATELS TUTTOVUEVOV, (755)
‘Qomep KATOTTPOV £VvE00EV HOPPOVUEVOY —

AyVAG TE TEUTELY TPOGPOPAG VTIEP TEKVWY,

“Ewg &v adTovg Tpoc@opav Kataption.

Ta 8 GAN dgelobw T01¢ TAS EVTEAETTEPOLG.

0VTwg &v UV aopar®g €xot Blog. (760)
(11, 1, 12, 751-760)

Leave to the priest one task and one only,

to purify souls through life and words,

bringing them upwards with inspired impulses,
being gentle and high-minded, only by the divine,

11 “Make thee judges and officers, / gatherers and givers, too, // and patrons and supporters, / all giv-
ing their service to each other, // lest may be rusted by care, / or defiled by anxiety, // the mind and the
tongue / by which you offer the intercession // propitiating for the whole community. / Blessed is he who
makes your worship shine!”
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spotless reflections moulded, (755)
as a mirror reflecting from within,

and to send pure offerings on behalf of his children,

until he has restored them as an offering.

Let other tasks be left for the ones more accomplished in them.

This way, we can have a secure life. (760)

These two passages are strikingly similar. They both propose to delegate practical tasks
to figures other than the bishop, and they both justify this idea with the language of
priesthood and purity. Note that both passages are appended to an important decla-
ration of the proper role of the bishop: lines 759-760 of Gregory’s poem follow his
delineation of the priest’s unique task (see §3.1.1.3), while stanza 11 of Ephrem’s CN 18
precedes a stanza (12) where the poet links ritual and moral purity with the definition
(kunnaya, CN 18, 12, 5) of priest as the “mediator” between human beings and God
(again, §3.1.1.3). As for the context in which these declarations are found, it is naturally
different, since Ephrem comes to the declaration at stanza 12 after three stanzas of
advice (9-11) to the newly accessed bishop, the third part of a poem whose first part
defended the choice of the new bishop (stanzas 1-4) and whose middle part related his
success in defeating Julian (stanzas 5-8), while Gregory is discussing the contempo-
rary practice of electing someone who is a successful politician, even though inexperi-
enced in matters of religion, to the episcopal throne (part of the discussion is analysed
at §3.1.2.3). Even if the aim is different (advice and polemics), the meaning of the pas-
sages is the same: at the same time as they clearly define what a bhishop is, the poets
explicitly exclude all tasks and activities that are only contingent and should therefore
be delegated to someone else. In fact, these tasks are not only outside the scope of the
bishop, but they are outright damaging to his proper activities. Ephrem is very clear in
this respect, as he describes the thoughts and preoccupations of these tasks “rusting”
(’ashet) and “defiling” (estayyé) the bishop in his priestly quality. The verbs he chooses
for this impurity do not have much biblical attestation; however, the root of ’estayye,
s-y-y, is used for the “filthy garments” of Joshua in Zechariah’s vision (Zach. 3:3-4), a
passage in which Joshua is characterised as kahna rabba, “high priest” (3:1). Moreover,
the verb “to make shine” (zahher) in line 10, which also means “to cleanse, purify”, is
employed of Moses’s shining face in and around Ex. 34:29, another passage with priestly
themes. The image of “rust”, though not present in the Bible, adds to the idea of ritual
impurity that of clumsiness and inefficiency. With these words, Ephrem makes clear
that he is describing a situation in which the bishop is impeded from accomplishing his
priestly tasks. The causes of this impediment are “care” (septa@) and “anxiety” (renya).
Also, Gregory indirectly states that the practical tasks of the bishop, most of all because
of their moral and psychological impact, prohibit a proper discharge of the priestly
office, as Old Testament ritual impurity prevented the priests from sacrificing: Gregory
expresses this through the sacrificial language of lines 751-758 and through the image
of the mirror, suggesting that the bishop’s attention should be directed only towards
God (and, consequently, away from earthly things).
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The care and anxiety that Gregory and Ephrem associate with the material tasks
of the bishop were a literary commonplace, one of the components of the “refusal of
office” trope, but it is likely that, at least in important cities, the commonplace corre-
sponded to reality’?. A similar idea had been used by Constantine to justify exempt-
ing clergymen from liturgies (that is, taxes)'>. Perhaps the insistence of Gregory and
Ephrem on an episcopate free of worldly administration responded to critics of similar
exemptions from civic duties: if the bishop was exempted from civic liturgies to be fully
devoted to religion, it would have seemed inconsistent for the same bishop to manage
much wealth and to pass his time doing what an ordinary civic notable would do.

Gregory is very generic and does not in this passage point to the tasks that do not
deserve the attention of the bishop, using simply the word ta dAAq, “the rest” and describ-
ing the bishop’s delegates as tolg évtedeotépolg, “those more competent”. Ephrem is more
specific, giving titles to the delegates of the bishop. These are divided into three couples:
“scribes” and “judges” (sapré w-dayyane), “gatherers” and “givers” (tabo‘e¢ w-yahobe),
and “patrons” and “supporters” (qayomeé w-yasopé). Bou Mansour interprets some of
these names, while others remain too vague for us to grasp. Sapre, literally “scribes”, is,
in his mind, “theologians,” and upon “judges” he offers no clarification. The tabo‘e are
glossed as “fundraisers”, while gayomeé and yasope are linked to administrative tasks,
with the gayome more specifically associated with the role of the oikonomos™.

Beck, too, reads sapre as “theologians,” supporting this reading with parallel texts, as
he rejects Bickell’s translation of the term as legisperitos'®. Both Beck and Bou Mansour

12 De Salvo 2010, 183 (with sources); Haensch 2007, 162—171. In the case of Nisibis, the importance of
the city was perhaps compounded with the difficult situation due to the Persian sieges. Ephrem does
not draw clearly this link, but laments profusely in the poems on bishops, and especially at CN 21, the
devastations of war (see §4.1.2).

13 S16mep ékeivoug Tovg elow Th G Emapyiag Tiig ool memoTevuévng év T kaBoAwkij ékkinoig, f Katkavog
EQEoTNKeY, THY €€ aLT®V LTnpectiav Tfj ayig TavTy Bpnoxeig mapéyovtag, obomep KANPIKOLG EMovopddey
elwBaowy, ano mavtwy anag amAdg TV AelToupyLidv BovAopal AAELTOLPYRTOVG SLa@uAayBfval, dTTwg pn
814 Tvog TAGVNG 1} £€0AL00Y 0ewG iepoaVAov ano Th¢ Bepameiag ThG Tfi BeldTnTL OPeAoUEVNG AQEAKWVTAL,
GG uiALoV dvev Tvog EvoyAoewg T i8iw vouw egunnpetdvtat (Eus. h. e. 10, 7, 2).

14 Bou Mansour 2019, 453 with n. 222. An overview of the personal dependent from the bishop in this
period is given by Sotinel 1998; Haensch 2007. If we were to map the Latin names given in that contrib-
utes onto Ephrem’s list, sapré would probably correspond to the notarii or the defensores, i.e., secretaries
and lawyers; dayyaneé to defensores; yasope to the curatores, people charged with the supervision of
euergetic projects; the gayome to the oikonomoi; since in this period the church is still dependent on
her wealthy patrons, they got a say in the administration of the resources they donated (Sotinel 1998,
120-121), a reality to which the name yahobé may point. However, it is far from certain that these corre-
spondences between distant parts of the empire are to be accepted.

15 Beck 1961, 60n22. The three passages referred to by Beck are CN 19, 16, 7; hymn. fid. 51, 4, 7 and
hymn. haer. 22, 21, 3. As regards hymn. fid. 51, sapre is parallel to hakkimé “wise men”, and both terms
are employed to connote negatively heretics: they belong to the wider language of Ephrem’s anti-in-
tellectualistic rhetoric aimed at non-Nicene Christians. In this sense, sapra here is a generic term for
a learned person, who cannot be reduced to “theologians”, as this was a definite category in Ephrem’s
time. These words denote, much more than a subject of study (theology), an intellectualistic approach to
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failed to recognise that CN 18, 11, 1 is a quote from Dtn. 16:18 (“Judges and officers shalt
thou make thee”), which I have instead translated accordingly'®. This means that Ephrem
is drawing an implicit parallelism between the episcopate and the political organisation
described at Dtn. 16 (and in the following chapters). Two elements of this biblical organ-
isation may have prompted the parallelism. First, the organisation has its basic unity in
the city (Dtn. 16:18), in this resembling the episcopate. Second, and more important, these
biblical authorities are clearly endowed with judicial powers (Dtn. 16:19; 17:9-11). This
means that the doctrinal or educational task implied by Beck’s and Bou Mansour’s inter-
pretation of the term is out of place here. The combination of sapré and dayyaneé is meant
to help the bishop in his role as adjudicator in the community. Moreover, Beck himself
notes that the word dayyane is evidence that bishops in Nisibis already had a jurisdiction
on civil causes that was recognised by the state'”. Indeed, the task of settling disputes
among Christians had been part of the bishop’s ministry since at least the third century.
This task was presented as a facet of the bishop’s spiritual guidance, in connection with
his responsibility over excommunication, penance and readmission into the community,
and over salvation of as many souls as possible®, This juridical task does enter imperial
legislation at the beginning of the fourth century—which would agree with Beck’s idea
of a state recognition of the bishop’s judgement—bhut more recent studies downsize the
extent and degree of such a recognition'. One could object that Ephrem’s suggestion that
the bishop delegate juridical duties is a sign of the “secularisation” of this task, which
was no longer perceived as part of the spiritual guidance of the bishop, but of his more
mundane activities, often linked with the social standing of the individual prelate. There
would be a measure of truth in such an objection, to which another element may be
added: in the course of the fourth century, as the number of Christians grew, as the episco-

God. At CN 19, 16, 7, bishop Valgash is called sapar-namaosa “scribe of the law”, the same expression as
that employed by the Peshitta for Ezra at Esr. 7:12. This title is a reference to Valgash’s skill in teaching,
homiletics and Bible interpretation (see below, §3.1.1.3). It is true that this entails much of what we
would call “theology”, but the term has implications on Valgash’s role in the community which exceed
the term “theologian”, such as his episcopal role of adjudicator for controversies among the faithful,
so that the word sapar-namoésa may preserve also a legal tinge in this context. The most meaningful
parallel however is hymn. haer: 22, 21, because the term sapra appears here in a series of official titles:
the “leaders” (rése), namely bishops, “priests” (qassise), “deacons” (Sammase), “scribes” and “readers”
(sapré w-qaroye) and finally the “covenant” (gyama), i.e., the group of lay ascetics typical of fourth-cen-
tury Syria. Yet, of all these terms, the only one which has not an official standing is sapra, since it does
not appear as a title outside the Bible until the Chronicle of Edessa (see Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2708, s.v.
~iao), and in that case it refers to secular civic notaries.

16 Dayyané w-sapre ‘bad l-ak (Dtn. 16:18, Peshitta version); bad l-ak sapré w-dayyanée (CN 18, 11, 1).

17 Beck 1961, 60n22. On fourth-century legislation concerning episcopalis audientia: Rapp 2005,
242-252 and the bibliography at Haensch 2007, 162n35.

18 Key texts for this idea are found at Const. apost. 2, 37-54, a Greek text of Syrian provenance, largely
borrowing from the Didasc. apost. 9-11, another originally Greek text, but today available only in Syriac
translation. This means that these texts could have been known to both Gregory and Ephrem.

19 Humfress 2011; Rapp 2005, 242-252.
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pate attracted more important people, and as the prestige of the church increased, more
people would have appealed to the bishop’s court, significantly increasing the labour
required of the bishop®. Thus, not only the day-to-day reality of the causes brought to the
bishop but also the amount of time they subtracted from seemingly more spiritual tasks
may have prompted Ephrem to represent arbitration and adjudication as secondary
tasks, which the bishop may delegate to others. After all, Epiphanius of Salamis delegated
the task to one of his deacons for this reason, and the assistance of deacons or priests had
been required since the Didascalia apostolorum, so that one could also guess that it is
deacons and priests that are meant under the nouns sapre and dayyané?'.
Grammatically, tabo ‘€ w-yahobe are two nomina agentis derived from a verb. Yahoba
(in the singular) is a very generic term, used in many contexts with the simple meaning
of “giver”, “one who gives”, “donor”?. As far as I can tell, the word does not appear in the
Bible together with tabo‘a. So, while the combination of sapre and dayyane, though quite
generic in meaning, was precisely connoted by its biblical precedent, in the case of tabo‘e
w-yahobe we are left with names too generic to be formal titles—unless they were used
as formal titles in Ephrem’s community, a usage which would have left no other trace
and which is consequently unlikely?. Taba‘a comes from the verb tha‘, meaning “to seek
out”, “to demand,” and was employed most of all for “to seek revenge” and “to demand
redress”. Therefore, tabo‘a is someone who seeks redress or revenge, often in an official
capacity. The term can be applied to two fields: on one side, tabo‘a is someone seeking to
punish, hence a judge, an avenger, or even an inquirer; on the other, it may be applied
to the economic field, and then it means “exactor”, whether it be for a private party
(a “creditor”) or for the state (as “tax-collector”)*’. In this context, I find it more likely
that the term refers to the financial field, as opposed to the juridical, because the judi-
cial activities of the church are already covered by the “scribes and judges,” and yahobé
seems to point to donations to the church?. Therefore, if the first pair of delegates substi-

20 Witnesses in this regard can be found in Ambrose and Augustine: Aug. ep. 33; Possid. vit. Aug. 19;
on Ambrose see Aug. conf. 6, 1, 3; Selb 1967, 214-217; Haensch 2007, 163 with nn. 37-39 for primary
sources.

21 Const. apost.=Didasc. apost. 2, 42 (bishop and deacons to judge together); 44, 3 (the deacon should
order everything he can, leave the rest to the bishop); 46 (bishop and priests to judge together); Life of
Epiphanius of Salamis PG 41, 93A. More on assistance to the bishop in adjudicating at Haensch 2007,
164-165; at 166-167 a brief discussion of notarii attached to a bishop, who could also serve different
purposes beside juridical ones.

22 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 1567, s.v. =<=am..

23 Yet, note that Aphrahat, dem. 20, 19 employs yahobé in relation to the giving of alms with a turn of
phrase that might suggest a technical sense: “This short meditation I wrote for you on the giving to the
poor (mawhbat meskine). Encourage and persuade the givers (l-yahobe) to sow before themselves the
seed of life, as it is written . . .”. If Aphrahat’s addressee is a bishop, the idea of a group of “givers” led by
the prelate could be defended with this text.

24 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 4382, s.v. =xash.

25 Hence, on this interpretation I agree with Bou Mansour 2019, 453 with n. 222.
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tuted for the bishop in his capacity of arbitrator, this second pair would help him secure
revenues for the church either by firsthand donations (yahobe) or by requesting, organ-
izing, and eventually asserting the church’s rights over the donations of others (taboa).
The third pair, gayomeé w-yasope, has the same morphological structure of the
nomina agentis as the nouns in the second. Qayome comes from the very common verh
qam, roughly corresponding to Greek {otnui, and encapsulates the same concepts of
Greek derivatives of {otnut such as mpootdtng and éntotdtng: the concept of control
and guidance over some subjects; of protection of those subjects; and of dependence of
this role on a higher power—that is, delegation. Indeed, the term in the Peshitta corre-
sponds to Greek mpoatdtng, éniotdtng, and éniokonog, while elsewhere it is employed
for the late antique patronus®, A similar meaning is attached to the other word, yasopa,
from the verb yisep, “to care”, “to worry about”, “to strive to”*", In this semantic family,
the sense of delegation and protection is more stressed than that of control and guid-
ance. In one instance (1Macc. 14:47), yasopa translates Greek npootatéw, which demon-
strates the link of yasopa with asymmetrical relationships similar to patronage, since the
context is Simon Maccabeus’s command over the whole people of Judah. Bou Mansour,
in a note, associates the gayome with the role of oikonomos, reserving for the yasope
a more generic administration, but he does not give a reason for this differentiating.
Given the similarity of the terms, one is led to doubt that there should be any difference
between the two categories: Ephrem may be employing a hendiadys to preserve the
parallelism with the other pairs. Apart from their individual meaning, it is still far from
clear in which tasks should these figures help the bishop. One can surmise a directing or
administering activity, perhaps of the goods acquired through the “donors” and “exac-
tors” of line 2, but it cannot be excluded that these ministers organised some activities
of the community either?, It is noteworthy that Ephrem proposes to differentiate the
bishop from the patron in the same context in which he describes the priestly func-
tion of the bishop, because the same discourse was developed by Gregory (§3.1.1.3 and
§3.1.2.3): it is in the context of the rejection of the bishop-patron or bishop-politician (II,
1, 12, 709-750) that Gregory explains the priestly task of the bishop (II, 1, 12, 751-760).
To sum up, both Ephrem and Gregory describe the episcopate, in its most proper
and most narrow sense, as a priestly mediation between human beings and God. Priestly
state, according to the Old Testament, requires purity: Ephrem and Gregory interpret
purity in a moral and psychological sense, as concentration on God and absence of
other cares. Therefore, they propose to separate some prerogatives from the immedi-
ate jurisdiction of the bishop through delegation. Ephrem specifies which prerogatives
should be delegated: the bishop’s task of arbitration, the securing of resources, and the
administration. Gregory implies something similar when (II, 1, 12, 709-762) he criticises

26 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 3532, S.V. =cua.

27 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 1617, s.v. <aa ..

28 For an overview on the oikonomoi and other delegates to the administration of church finances see
Haensch 2007, 166-171.
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those who prefer a politician as bishop to an ascetic. Even though the claim is similar,
it has different functions in the texts of Ephrem and Gregory. In the case of Gregory, his
definition of the “proper” tasks of the bishop is consistent not only with his theology but
also with his apology as bishop of Constantinople against Nectarius.

At first sight, Ephrem’s motivation is not apparent. However, CN 18, 3-4 seems to
defend Abraham from the envy of other clergymen and the accusation of being too
young to be a bishop:
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Stanza 3 says that the new bishop was elected with a large consensus for his merits (“he
was older than Aaron”, meaning he was wiser) and despite his age (“the little”). The
idea of the youngest son acquiring the primogeniture refers clearly to David (1Sam.
16:11-13), with whom Abraham is compared also at CN 18, 6, 3, and again for his young
accession at CN 19, 2, 3°°. The following stanza (CN 18, 4), already analysed at §2.1.1.2,
denies that there was any envy (hsama wa-tnanda) around Abraham’s election, a claim
repeated also at CN 19, 9, 1 (“no one envied your election”, layt d-hasem ba-gbit-ak). This
insistence betrays a situation less idyllic than that which Ephrem represents®.. In such
a context, Ephrem may suggest delegating some tasks in order to appease those who
were discontented because of the election and to reassure those concerned with the
young age of the bishop: diverting these tasks from the young bishop would create more
opportunities for those who were excluded from the election and would likely lead to
the entrusting of delicate matters to people more experienced than Abraham.

29 “The last musterer, who was lifted / and became head of his limbs [résa I-haddam-aw(hi)] // the little
who took primogeniture, / not at a price like Jacob, // nor through jealousy like Aaron, / envied by his
brothers, the Levites, // but through love [b-hubba] took it, like Moses, / because he was older than Aaron:
/| your brothers rejoiced in you as Moses. / Blessed is he who chose you through concord! /// 4. There
isn’t jealousy nor envy / among the limbs in the body [bét-haddamé da-b-gusmal, // for they obey it for
love [b-hubbal, | they are ordered by it for affection [b-rahmel: // the head is the limbs’ watchman [dawqa-
(Ww resa l-haddamel], | for he can see all parts; // though exalted, he is humble for love [ba- hnanal, / he
stoops even to the feet, // to take away their pain./ Blessed is he who joined your love with us!”

30 See also CN 17,2, 7-8 and CN 19, 2, 4 for the image of the horn of anointment: §3.3.1.1 n. 321.

31 See also Palmer 1998, 124-125, with his customary cynicism.
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3.1.1.2 The limits of charity in Ephrem

Delegation is only one facet of Ephrem’s and Gregory’s approach to episcopal charity.
Tasks and values connected with it are mentioned elsewhere in the poems, although
here the poets follow different paths. Ephrem treats the theme differently in the poems
on Valgash (CN 13-16) and in those on Abraham (17-21). In the poems on Valgash,
Ephrem employs episcopal charity as an element in his framing of the history of Nisibis
as a development through phases defined by the three first bishops. In order to differ-
entiate the bishops—and the phases they define—Ephrem highlights always the same
qualities for each bishop:
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32 “Against the first wrath / fought the toil [‘aml-eh] of the first; // against the sultriness at midday / stood
the shade of the middle; // against the ungrateful peace / multiplied the last his warnings [zuhharal. /// To
the first siege resisted / the first, triumphant [nassthal priest; // to the second siege resisted / the second
merciful [rahmana] priest; // the prayers of the last, then, / mystically [kasya’it] closed our breaches.”

33 “The good toil [‘aml-eh] of the first / bound the land up in her distress; // the bread and wine [lahm-eh
w-hamr-eh] of the middle / cured the city in her ruin; // sweetened our bitterness in distress / the sweet talk
[maml-eh] of the last. /// The first tilled the earth with toil [‘amlal, / uprooting thence briar and thorns, // the
middle enclosed her all around, / making her a hedge of redeemed [prige], // the last opened the barn of
his Master / and sowed in her the words of her Master [mellay mar-ah] /// The first priest by hand of fasting
[sawma] | had closed the gates of the mouths, // the second priest with the prisoners [sabye] / had opened
the mouth of the purses, // now the last has pierced ears / and put in them the jewel of life [heslat-hayye].”
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(CN 14, 2-4; 23-24)

The theme is reprised briefly in the form of advice to Abraham later:
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The terms employed in CN 13 and CN 14, 2-3 and 23-24 are still vague. Jacob, the first
bishop, is consistently associated with the word “toil”, “work” (‘amla), and described
with the adjective nassiha, with a wide range of meanings, spanning from “bright”,
“shining”, to “victorious” and “famous*. These characteristics, repeated in CN 19, 16,
can be interpreted as pointing at Jacob’s strict asceticism, as manifested by his fasting
(sawma) in CN 14, 4 (see below, §3.1.2). The features of Babu and Valgash, the second
and third bishops, are more shifting, but it seems safe to say that Valgash is associ-
ated with preaching and teaching, while Babu is associated with charity and “redemp-
tion”, expressed with nouns coming from the root p-r-q (the passive participle prige
and the nomen agentis paroqa). These three portraits are projected onto the historical
past of Nisibis, being associated with the sieges in CN 13, 16-17, and they are again
projected onto the eschatological future of Nisibis—as the church “reaches out to meet
the Groom”, an eschatological image taken from the parable of the ten virgins—in CN
14, 23-24. So the eschatological Christ is presented with different titles and attributes
matching the feature of the single bishop: with toiling and ascetically poor Jacob, he

34 “As she comes to the Rich [‘attiral, / she shows the treasure [gazz-eh] of the first; // as she comes to
the Redeemer [paroqal, / she shows those redeemed [prige] by the middle; // as she reaches out to meet
the Groom / she shows the anointment of his luminaries. /// Before the One rewarding the wearied, / she
brings the labour [‘aml-eh] of the first; // before the One loving the bountiful [rahem yahobel, / she brings
the alms [zedg-eh] of the middle; // before the One judging the doctrines [dayen yullpaneé], / she brings
the debating [dras-eh] of the last.”

35 “Like the triumphant [nasstha] priest Jacob, / with him she triumphed [nsaht] like him; // since he
joined his love to his zeal, / she put on fear and love. // Through Babu, loving almsgiving [rahem zed-
qatal, / with money she ransomed the prisoners [praqt l-Sabyel, // through Valgash, learned in the Law
[saper-namosal, | she opened her heart to Scriptures, // through you then may her benefit increase! /
Blessed is he who extolled her merchants!”

36 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2438-2439, S.V. = .
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“rewards the wearied” (CN 14, 24, 1) and is “rich” (CN 14, 23, 1); with charitable and
redeeming Babu, he is the “lover of those who give” (CN 14, 24, 3) and the “redeemer”
(CN 14, 23, 3), and with learned and eloquent Valgash, he “judges doctrines” (CN 14,
24, 5). More on this relationship between different bishops and time will be said at §4.1.

More substantial information on Babu and Valgash is given in CN 19, 16, where
Ephrem makes clear that Valgash’s distinguishing achievement had been his teaching,
in particular his teaching of Scripture, and Babu’s defining deed had been his ransom-
ing (praq) some prisoners, indicating a broader engagement in collecting and employing
alms (zedqata). This clarifies also CN 14, 4, 3—4 where it is said that Babu, through the
prisoners—namely, by proposing to the community that it ransom the prisoners—had
“opened the mouth of the purses”—that is, he had persuaded the faithful to give alms.
The same activities are hinted at by the epithet rahmand, from the same root—r-h-m—
that forms the name mrahhmanuta, one of the terms for “charity” and “almsgiving” in
Syriac®. One is even led to suspect that the text has lost an m- and that the original had
mrahhmana, meaning “merciful”, but also “almsgiver”, “benefactor”, which is metri-
cally equivalent to rahmana. Furthermore, the shadow (CN 13, 16, 4) and the bread and
wine (CN 14, 2, 3) associated with Babu are standard biblical images for God’s protection
and favour®, Naturally, bread and wine also recall the Eucharist, which would seem to
depart from Babu’s image as “social saint”, if the Eucharist were not a theological model
for Christian charity and solidarity®.

The prominence Babu gives to the ransoming of captives is remarkable because it
agrees with many other sources, already from the third century, which task the bishop
with this particular duty*’. Furthermore, in many cases this duty allowed bishops to
break away from or limit the influence of wealthy lay donors; for example, Ambrose
melted liturgical silverware donated by wealthy laymen linked with his Arian pre-
decessor, in order to ransom captives in the Balkans, thereby effectively erasing the
memory of the donors while at the same time using their wealth to increase his own
prestige®!. Ephrem’s vivid formulation of Babu’s accomplishment—“with the prisoners
/ had opened the mouth of the purses” (CN 14, 4, 3-4)—may hint at a similar process,
in that Babu is credited with the ransoming of captives even though the money prob-
ably came from lay donors. In any case, such a formulation is in agreement with a
wider tendency of the church in the whole empire, to regard the bishop as the centre of
Christian charity, compelling all other actors (laymen, but also priests and countryside
communities) to have their offerings mediated by the bishop*2. The ransom puts the

37 See Aphrahat dem. 20, 19, where “lover of the poor” is spelled rahem l-meskene.

38 Ryken/Wilhoit/Longman 1998, 434-438, s.vv. “Bread”; 2620-2623, “Shadow”; 3201-3204, “Wine”.

39 Brown 2012, 42; Magnani 2009, 111-113.

40 Rapp 2005, 224, 228-232.

41 Brown 1992, 96; Rapp 2005, 230-231.

42 Brown 1992, 94-97; Wypszycka 1998. Two sources are particularly eloquent: Const. apost. 2, 27 and
the canons 7 and 8 of the Synod of Gangra.
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bishop even more in the spotlight, since money must necessarily pass through his hands
and be employed by him in person: donors were allowed to and did claim participation
in and prestige from the construction of new buildings, but the bishop acted alone as
representative of the Christian community when it came to negotiating the liberation
of prisoners of war.

For all its importance, the role of charity in Ephrem’s poems is still limited. First of
all, it is confined to Babu, with the other two bishops (Valgash and Jacob) being singled
out for other activities. One could object that this is a rhetorical device to differentiate
between the bishops and that, if it limits the importance of Babu’s episcopal charity,
it should also limit the importance of Jacob’s episcopal ascesis and Valgash’s magiste-
rium. However, it is clear from Ephrem’s poems and from later influence that the three
bishops did not enjoy the same popularity. The defence of Valgash’s preaching is the
main theme of CN 14, and CN 15 and 16 are an apology for his disciplinary methods.
Jacob is the main theme of CN 13, and he is considered the founding father of the church
in Nisibis. On the other hand, Babu appears in the poems only as “the one in the middle”
where the other two are present, so that he seems to lack a distinct character of his own.
At CN 21, 21 the poet does not even mention Babu’s episcopate, as he creates a parallel-
ism between Jacob’s tenure and Constantine’s reign before, Valgash’s and Constantius’s
time after. This inequality is reflected in later sources: in various chronicles, either Babu
is absent from the succession of Nisibene bishops, or his episcopate is placed some-
times before and sometimes after Jacob®. This confusion hints to a lack of reliable infor-
mation about him, which may mean that his episcopate was considered unimportant.
Therefore, when Ephrem confines episcopal charity to the person of Babu, he limits its
importance even as he acknowledges it as a proper part of the bishop’s duties.

In Ephrem’s poems there are other instances of episcopal charity and episcopal inter-
vention in civic and political life. I will defer to another section (§4.1.2) the role of the
bishops during the Persian sieges of the city (CN 13, 2; 4) and Abraham’s withstanding
Emperor Julian (CN 18, 5-6), to concentrate here on two important occurrences of episco-
pal charity. The first has already been mentioned in relation to the image of the fisherman:
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43 See Fiey 1973, 124; Fiey 1977, 26 refers and explains Elijah of Nisibis’ notice that Babu was bishop
before Jacob, but was listed in the diptychs of the city after Jacob because Nisibis was not a metropolitan
see at his time. Even if this late reconstruction were true (which is unlikely, since the diptychs agree with
Ephrem and both are more reliable than Elijah’ source), it would not change the relative unimportance
of Babu. This is testified also by his absence from other chronicles: Chronicle of Edessa, entries 17 and 23;
Chronicon ad 819 (Chabot/Barsaum 1920, 4)= Chronicon ad 846 (Brooks 1904, 193, 196).

44 “Do not overlook the great [rabbal, / do not despair of the weak [hallasal, // soften and instruct the
rich [‘attire], / bait and win the poor [meskeéne].”
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Ephrem advocates for a differentiated approach to the different categories of faith-
ful, in the conviction that the bishop should not let anyone on his own. The approach
towards the poor is to “bait” (garreg) and “acquire” (qni) them. The image of the bait
suggests a material gratification used to attract these people, while the verb gna, “to
acquire”, could imply a financial transaction, even though, admittedly, it has a very
general meaning. Together, these verbs intimate that the bishop should employ material
charity to attract, convert, and sustain the poor in the faith. Therefore, even if the line
refers to material charity, it does so in a passing way and subordinates it to the pastoral
care of the bishop, which remains paramount in Ephrem’s view.

Finally, two stanzas from CN 21 suggest that the bishop was involved in religious
buildings:
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(CN 21, 19-20)

These stanzas describe Ephrem’s wishes after the end of Julian’s reign and the accession
of Abraham as bishop. Ephrem sees Julian’s reign as a fever, the fever of paganism, from
which the world is recovering (stanza 18). Previous stanzas had framed Julian’s reign as
a period of persecution and generalised confusion (stanzas 15-17; see §4.1.2). Stanzas
19-20 describe a return to normalcy, with stanza 19 implying a previous discontinu-
ity in Christian cult. Independently from historical reality, Ephrem wants to present
Julian’s end and Abraham’s accession as a resurrection event, as is clear from stanza 19,
especially line 10. The bishop’s role in this resurrection is twofold: stanza 19 describes
his building and providing for churches, and then stanza 20 calls the bishop to exercise
his intercessory power through prayer. What is remarkable in this literary construc-

45 “May the land be appeased in your days, / having seen you so full of peace! // By you may churches be
built [netbnyan iddatal, / may their ornaments return, // in them may their books be opened, / and may
their altars be arrayed, // and may their deacons be purified, / may praise rise from them, // first fruits
for the Lord of Peace. / Blessed is he who resuscitated [mnahhem] our churches! /// May your prayer
rise to the sky / and may rise with it reconciliation; // may the Lord of the sky rain / his bounties on our
wickedness, // and his comforts on our grieves, / and his collecting on our dispersion; // may he guard his
zeal with his love / our shame may his justice avenge, // our wickedness may his mercy blot out. / Blessed
is he who blessed his flock!”
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tion is the inextricable link of political and liturgical elements. Building churches and
arraying them for the liturgy is clearly the sign of the end of a political-religious regime
and, in some sense, a public act; and yet it also serves the bishop’s function and role as
liturgical intercessor before God, since the churches are built in order to give the bishop
a proper place for prayer, so that the building activity, even if its political implications
are recognised, is primarily seen as a liturgical act, pertaining to the bishop’s duties as
priest and mediator. This conception of building is totally different from the personal
and familiar pride of wealthy lay patrons (and occasionally bishops) or the attention to
the “common good” that prompted bishops to participate in civic building enterprises
in later times: here, building activity—and, more generally, providing materials (the
decors and books in the churches)—is deduced from the bishop’s priestly role as heir of
0ld Testament priesthood?.

3.1.1.3 Charity between ascesis and parrhesia in Gregory
Gregory limits the role of material charity even more than Ephrem. There is only one
reference to giving to the poor in all our poems, and it is framed in a very limiting way:
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(I1, 1, 12, 432-441; 457-464)

46 A famous example of lay familial pride is the dedicatory epigram of the church of St. Polyeuctus
in Constantinople, Anth. Gr. 1, 10; a similar example, but from a bishop, is Eugenius’ epitaph, Calder
1928n170. On episcopal building see Rapp 2005, 220-223, with later examples of civic endeavours “for
the common good”. Ephrem’s framing of the bishop’s role in church-building is unique when confronted
with the examples given by Rapp; I examine the political and historical implications of these acts on the
backdrop of Julian’s reign and Ephrem’s theology of history at §4.1.2.
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But tell me, dear friend and exactor of tributes,

or former-something in the civil service,

how come you, being poor, and then exceeding Cyrus

the Mede, Croesus, or Midas with your revenues, (435)
owning a house made and full of tears,

you migrated to the altar and took hold of the throne,

and still retain what you seized by force?

And finally, you are a tyrant even of God’s mysteries,

upon which one shouldn’t perhaps even dare to look (440)
if not prepared for a very long time.

Become a Zacchaeus, and if you want to,

don’t give more, but just the sum you stole from them,

for you cannot abide by the law;

give to the poor as much as you want, (460)
and then you’ll host Christ properly.

But if you keep the spoils inside or give little

to the poor, and believe yourself to be acquitted,

then our God—if I may speak thus—can be sold.

It is important to give the context of these lines: Gregory has already denounced the
moral inadequacy of contemporary bishops and traced its cause to their hasty conse-
cration, which brings to the episcopal throne people with all sorts of vices from their
previous life in the world. Gregory brings out the paradoxical situation of these bishops,
calling to conversion and atonement the ones already elected.

Furthermore, this portrait of the greedy-turned-bishop also has a real-world refer-
ent: Nectarius. Indeed, the hypothetical bishop in the poem is a “former-something in
the civil service” (otpatol Tv’éxAedonng agiav, 433), as Nectarius had been a praetor
urbanus and then a senator in Constantinople?’”. No other source suggests that Nec-
tarius had also served in any charge that could be described as “exactor of tributes”
(mpaxTwp Opwv), though it is not to be excluded. On the other hand, it is possible that
here Gregory equates the mpdktwp with the much more generic “former-something”,
in order to make Nectarius (if he was never an exactor) fit into the comparison with
Zacchaeus. What is certain is that Nectarius was only a catechumen when the Council
of Constantinople chose him as bishop, a circumstance which gives great poignancy to
Gregory’s discussion, just after this passage (442—-456 and then again at 465-502), of the
purifying power of baptism*. Moreover, Nectarius had to be quite rich, since he had

47 Lt. militia and miles, as well as Gr. otpatog and derived terms (in classicizing writers) could be loose-
ly used for any appointment at the service of the emperor; see Jones 1964, 377. On Nectarius: Jones/
Martindale/Morris 1971, 621 s.v. “Nectarius 2”.
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Tapado&ov Tig Pacnéwg kpioewd,. ... el 8£ mavteg el€av kal T Yigw T00 KpatoGvtog cuvénoav, puion.
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been praetor urbanus, a charge that entailed footing the hill for public games: a venture
of considerable expense®. This fits well with Gregory’s comparison of Nectarius with
Cyrus and Croesus, whereas the comparison with Midas is part of Gregory’s accusing
Nectarius of greed and, consequently, of having hoarded wealth through dishonest
means.

Confronted with this rather extreme case, a dishonestly enriched politician pur-
suing the episcopate without even being baptised and without renouncing his wealth,
Gregory takes a surprisingly soft stand: he compares the offender to Zacchaeus and
applies a lower standard. Zacchaeus, in a similar situation, had returned four times
what he had stolen, in accordance with Roman law and Jewish law (but only for the
theft of cattle), giving half of his wealth to the poor, too*®. And Zacchaeus obtained
only forgiveness with his act, while our hypothetical politician is pursuing forgive-
ness and authority in the church. Nonetheless, Gregory’s standard is to give back only
what was stolen and to offer to the poor a sum of one’s choice. It is clear from this
discourse that charity is envisaged primarily as a reparative act, purifying the candi-
date for baptism—and, a fortiori, for the episcopate—of his previous greed. Granted,
giving riches to the poor is not just the duty of a former thief, since Gregory makes
clear in other places that his ideal bishop must have renounced worldly wealth. More-
over, Gregory recognises a positive function of almsgiving as “hosting Christ” (Xptotov
¢otwdioay, 461), a concept echoing the last judgement as predicted by Jesus in Matthew’s
Gospel (in particular, Mt. 25:40). And yet these feats are required as preconditions for
becoming bishop, not as activities typical of a bishop. They seem to be much more
linked to the individual’s salvation and dignity than to his mission as head of a commu-

¢niokonog (Soz. 7, 8, 6-7); "Hv 8¢ Tig NeKTApLOg BVopa, CUYKANTIKOD UEV YéVoug, ETTLELKNG 8¢ TOV TPOTToV,
8 6Aov Bavpagopevog, kaitol TV 100 TpaiTwpog Xewpilwv apyiv: 6 apmacdelg Ko To0 Aol &ig THYV
émiokomnv mpoePAnOn (Socr. h. e. 5, 8, 30); Apud Constantinopolim vero Nectarius ex praetore urbano
catechumenus et nuper baptisma consecutus, sacerdotium suscepit (Rufin. h. e. 2, 21). The discussion on
baptism is analysed at §3.3.2.1.

49 Jones 1964, 689-690, 706.

50 Meier 1989, 124, though I do not agree with Meier’s interpretation of o0 yap @épetg 10 T00 vopov
(459). He takes it to mean that the subject does not have enough to satisfy the Roman and Jewish law’s
requirement to give back fourfold the stolen, noting that either Zacchaeus or the subject had formally
broken those laws. However, he also contradicts himself, as he says that Gregory is orienting himself on
the gospel law, in requiring less from the thief as the Roman and Jewish. On the contrary, it seems to me
that it is the teaching of the gospel (which may be dubbed v6pog in this context) which requires from the
thief more than Roman and Jewish law, as Zacchaeus’ innocence before those laws, and the fact that he
gave back and donated anyway, show. Moreover, this is in keeping with the logic of other Gospel teach-
ings, requiring a stricter observance of previous laws (see Mt. 5:21-48 on homicide, adultery, perjury
and justice; Mt. 18:21-22 on forgiveness). Therefore, the vouog Gregory is referring to is neither Jewish
nor Roman law, rather it is Zacchaeus’ example, the gospel law; the verb @épw in this context does not
mean “to have”, but “to bear”, “to tolerate”. Gregory is applying oikovouta to the dxpipeia of Zacchaeus’
example, because he recognises his target is not capable of such a spectacular renunciation as the gospel
would require.
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nity. It is, in other words, a matter between the bishop and God, at best pertaining to
the moral purity of the minister approaching God on behalf of others, as 439-441 and
464 seem to imply.

If Gregory seems relatively uninterested in material charity as an episcopal func-
tion, he dedicates much more attention to a fundamentally episcopal feature—that is,
parrhesia. The theme has already been investigated by historians, because of its signif-
icance to late antique society and the dialectic between this concept and that of paideia
in the stance taken by different public figures of the time®'. Parrhesia and paideia imply
two galaxies of concepts and social institutions, which can be rhetorically organised so
as to agree or contrast in a variety of ways. According to Brown, paideia (“education”,
naidela) is the language of traditional elites, such as curiales or senators, and it implies
emotional restraint and poise; a classical education and a refined, classicizing language;
and a network of ties and bonds placing the individual firmly inside society—through
family, marriage, friendship, patronage, and civic service. On the other hand, parrhesia
(tappnoloc)—namely, “speaking truth to power”—is the language of the philosopher
and, later, of the “man of God” or holy man. Parrhesia implies detachment from society
and its bonds, renunciation and retreat from wealth and power, fortitude and restraint
of one’s emotions, but also the courage to utter inconvenient truths and, in its monas-
tic declination, the refusal of classical culture and its sophisticated speech. Faced with
this dichotomy, bishops had to mediate between the urban and lay life of paideia and
the extremes of ascetic parrhesia as they represented an established urban hierarchy
claiming also charismatic authority. It is clear from this situation that parrhesia and
paideia not only were the bishop’s concrete means of exercising material charity—since
he depended for financial support on the urban and imperial elites—but also gave him
the role of spokesperson, which the bhishop exercised in favour of the Christian congre-
gation and the poor and, with time, of the whole city council; therefore, parrhesia is a
component of the bishop’s social charity.

Gregory’s approach to the contrast between parrhesia and paideia is to propose—as
is often his habit—a middle road>

51 The fundamental treatment is given by Brown 1992, 62-70, 72-73, 78, 117. See also: Rapp 2000,
396-397; Rapp 2005, 267-274; for Gregory: Elm 2012, 157; Gautier 2002, 15-16, 122-125. All these
studies are in one way or another indebted to Foucault’s treatment of the question, which is critically
analysed—together with earlier treatments of parrhesia in Early Christian texts—by Lynn Benedict
2018, 48-97 (for “episcopal” parrhesia in Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa, see her analy-
sis of Basil’s showdown with Valens at 237-251). For a more general history of the term, see Leppin
2022.

52 On the significance of the intellectual device of the “middle road” for Gregory’s theories: Plagnieaux
1951, 231-232; McGuckin 2001a, 263-264, 246, 250, 254, 263, 273; Gautier 2002, 40, 46-51 (see also 67—
69); McGuckin 2006; Boudignon 2017.
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(I, 1, 12, 761-783)

Yet, as you deem free speech the highest value,

Taccept it: nor do I find it unimportant,

provided we use it with reason and moderation;

however, mind how things are: the wise man’s

silence is worth more than your claptrap, (765)
for, while even your courage is boldness,

nobility means also curbing our words.

But if the right chance occurs for speaking freely,

you’ll see the meek turn pugnacious, and you’ll experience

in that circumstance how much he’s successful. (770)
Youw’ll learn how the ape and how the lion roars,

when your human nature will be spit,

as the bad conscience turns towards earth,

while he, being irreproachable, is easily received.

Nothing else in fact is more trustworthy than temper. (775)
Thus in this respect too is the skilful one worse.

Nevertheless he boastfully takes seat in the spotlight,

enjoying the fruits of another man’s table,

so much despising all the others, like abortions,

as he himself should be despised, (780)
having this one spur of pride, his glorious city,

and deserving for this an even more abject downfall:

for in this way you are producing more wicked men.
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This passage comes directly after the criticism of the “political” bishop, the forceful
definition of the priest’s tasks, and the recommendation to delegate the rest to others.
The keyword here is petpiwg, “with moderation,” which describes Gregory’s attitude
towards parrhesia. The poet concedes to his fictive counterpart that parrhesia is an
important feature for a bishop, but at the same time he limits its value and attributes
it to his own model bishop. Indeed, at 763-767, Gregory reminds the interlocutor of
the importance of silence and restraint in addition to parrhesia and subtracts parrhe-
sia proper from the “political” bishop (6 tp{Bwv, 776), reserving it for the bishop who
is 00Q0g (764), evyeviig (767), and mpdog (769). These are, however, the marks of late
antique paideia, noble birth, the command of culture and mastery of one’s own emo-
tions, especially rage. Thus, Gregory’s attitude towards parrhesia implies the presence of
paideia. Neither Gregory nor his audience is prepared to utterly upend the social order
and its conventions for the sake of unrestrained parrhesia, and Gregory’s emphasis on
silence as a balancing principle forces his hypothetical counterpart into the unpalata-
ble position of the radical, reserving for Gregory himself the commonsensical middle
way. Furthermore, by setting paideia as a prerequisite for authentic and authoritative
parrhesia, Gregory implies that at the heart of parrhesia, there must be a renunciation
of a former, exalted status: no uneducated commoner can easily claim to teach and
criticise®, The distinction between authentic and authoritative parrhesia on one side
and simple rashness on the other is aptly expressed at 771 with the metaphor of the lion
and the ape: the lion represents authority, and the ape a distorted imitation thereof. In
fact, the bad bishop is marked by his greed and pride, features opposed to the selfless
renunciation which only gives the authority necessary to speak with parrhesia. In the
end, such vices make for the opposite of what a bishop should be: Gregory expresses
this thought obliquely when he says that the skilful bishop in his pride despises the
others “as abortions” (wg auprwpara, 779). The word duprwpa is the Atticist synonym
for the Koine Greek éxtpwya, a word famously used by Paul in his self-presentation as
the “last of the apostles”s!, However, since Paul is, in Gregory’s thought, the very model
of the bishop—as demonstrated by his long discussion of Paul’s life in or. 2—when the
skilful bishop applies this comparison to his colleagues instead of applying it to himself,
he is effectively reversing Paul’s example.
This negative image of the bishop is reprised and expanded atII, 1, 17:

53 Regarding renouncement as the heart of authority: Brown 1992, 74-75. A certain elitism in the Cap-
padocians’ approach has been often observed, but it must not be forgotten that Gregory stresses above
all moral adequacy as the primary requisite for the bishop and the theologian, and even his definition
of copla cannot be totally identified with secular paideia.

54 Eoxatov 8¢ MAVTWY WOTEPEL T EKTPWUATL OEON kauol (1Cor. 15:8); EEETPWAEY 1] yuvi} Wi Aéye, GAAL
£8MUPAWTEY” WOAVTWG AuPAwua Kal AUPAWOPiSLOV, dAAd N ékTpwua (Phrynichus Arabius Eclogae 257-258).
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(I, 1, 17, 59-74)

No more a guest of a mortal king, as was before,

is Gregory, giving tiny gifts to his envelope, (60)
lying in the public, downcast and mute,

with a breathless panting and feasting on slavish food.

The judge won’t punish me with a seat, either equal

or lower, to give a measure to my inflation.

Nor will I greet murderous hands or clutch (65)
their cheek to obtain a measly favour,

nor will I run with many people to some holiday feast,

either for a birthday or for a funeral or a wedding,

to put every spoil in my jaws or give it to my attendants

with the rapacious hands of a Briareus; (70)
then late, bearing a burden, as a living grave, I'll drag myself

back home, worn out by the toiling belly,

slurring the breath of surfeit, still hurrying towards another

fat feast, before having dispersed the previous glut.

Here, Gregory is describing the consequences of his renunciation of the episcopal see of
Constantinople. He describes behaviours that are expected from the bishop of an impor-
tant city. They are similar to the behaviours of the bishop-politician of I1, 1, 12, 777-783,
who is in fact described as the bishop of an important city (Aapnpdv v noAw, 11, 1, 12,
781). The difference is that the bishop-politician is proud of such behaviours, whereas
Gregory sheds light on their moral corruption and their unworthiness of a bishop. This
is shown by the different attitudes of Gregory and the bishop-politician regarding public
life: while the skilful bishop is boastful (Aaumnpdg, I1, 1, 12, 777) in his public appearances,
Gregory shows a humble demeanour (katn@udwv kat dvavdog, I1, 1, 17, 61), because he
is conscious that much of his public importance is just a concession from the powers
that be, and in particular from the emperor (6vntod Baciiijog, 11, 1, 17, 59). Even the
verbs expressing the public appearance of the bishop reveal two different attitudes: the
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proud bishop “takes his seat in public” (¢v péootg kabégetay, 11, 1, 12, 777), while Gregory
helplessly “lies in public” (Keipevog ¢v péacotay, I1, 1, 17, 61).

This contrast, as well as the contrast between the lion and the ape at line 771, shows
how self-deluded and inauthentic the life of the skilful bishop is: he prides himself in
a condition he should be ashamed of, he eats from somebody else’s table (@\\otpiav
TpdmeCay, 11, 1, 12, 778) without noticing that these perks cost his freedom (§oVAla
Sawvpevog, I1, 1, 17, 62), he despises his inferiors, while it is he who should be despised
(I, 1, 12, 779-780), and, finally, he believes that his important seat is an advantage,
while in reality for him it is a source of damnation, because the greater the episcopate,
the greater damages he makes (II, 1, 12, 781-783).

The passage from II, 1, 17 is clearly written to convey disgust for feasts, most of
all. It does so not only with the plural neuter ovAta (62) but also with the word “jaws”
(yvaBpuotow, 69), a Homeric term used at Od. 18, 29 in Irus’s threat to Odysseus to “knock
off all his teeth from his jaws as those of a wild crop-devouring sow”, reprised by Euri-
pides in a metaphor comparing poison to a wild beast devouring Glauce’s flesh (Eur.
Med. 1201) and often employed for animals (Leonidas, Anth. Gr. 9, 99, 4; Nicander The-
riaca 183; Tryphiod. 73). The word “spoils” (EAwpta, 69) is used in the proem of the
Iliad (Hom. Il 1, 4) of the corpses left for the wild scavengers. The metaphor of the
“living grave” (tdpov éumvoov, 71) for the belly full of food was a theme of cynic diatribe
against meat eaters—for example, the sentence yivecsfe vexp®dv Onpiwv mepuratobvreg
tdoeol, found in Palladius de Gentibus Indiae et Bragmanibus 2, 45, 9. The reference to
the foul breath overeating leaves (6oBua k6polo pépwv, 73) is meant to elicit disgust for
the whole affair. Besides, disgust, pain, and exhaustion are also associated with public
feasts, as the stuffed body is described as a “merchant ship” (¢optida, 71), movement
is a “dragging oneself” (EASw, 72), the toiling stomach fatigues (trv poyepnv yaotépa
TeLpOUevog, 72), the feasts are fat (Salta mayeinv, 73), the bishop is always in a hurry to
content everyone (B¢wv, 68; omevdwv, 74), and eating is an outrage (0ppwv, 74). Avoiding
feasts and banquets likely meant cutting oneself out of the network of lobbying that
shaped so much of late antique public life, which is exactly what Gregory wants to do,
since he explicitly refuses to engage in social networking at lines 65-66. Note also how
he minimises the advantages of such activity: his guest is only a mortal king (6vnto0
BaoAfjog, 59), as opposed to God, the Immortal King; the food is scarce (jpa 6Alynv,
60), the gratitude measly (0A{yng yaptrog, 66). He also presents social networking as a
series of humiliations (katn@uéwv kai &vavdog, 61; SovAa Sawvupevog, 62; lines 63—64)
suffered to appease unworthy masters (xépag @ovioug mpoontogoual, 65). Finally, these
lines are immediately followed by the reduction of the bishop’s preaching to a form of
spectacle which we have examined in §2.2.4.9.

It is true that Gregory presents this stance as a personal one, since he mentions
his own name in line 60, and it must be noted that the context is not the choice of a
new bishop, but the motives and prospects of the resigning one. Hence, even though
11, 1, 17, 59-74 shares many features with II, 1, 12, 776-783, it is not completely correct
to treat them as if they were addressing the exact same topic. However, the passage
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at I, 1, 17 demonstrates that, in Gregory’s view, there can be an excess of paideia, or
rather, a misplaced paideia, through which the bishop becomes too accommodating to
the powerful and too entrenched in the mechanisms of this world, thereby losing his
moral high ground and, ultimately, his freedom. This means that, as authentic parrhesia
cannot exist without the foundation of paideia, because otherwise it loses authority, so
paideia cannot be appropriated without preserving a space of parrhesia and “other-
ness” for the mechanisms of the world, for otherwise the bishop would become just a
political position among others, thereby failing his mission. Therefore, although in IL, 1,
12, 761-783 Gregory seems to reject one model of bishop and to propose another, he is
really rejecting two different models: on one side, the unruly and uncouth “outsider”,
who ignores the rules of politics and order with his licentious parrhesia, and on the
other, the politician perfectly integrated in those rules, pursuing his personal ambition
through the church and without moral concerns. The model bishop is Gregory himself:
firmly grounded in the world of paideia, he renounces that very world, so that he can
judge it from the outside and exercise an authentic and measured parrhesia.

Gregory rejects false parrhesia in line 776: 00twg éAattov kavOds 6 Tpifwv EyeL
This line is very ambiguous, because tpifwv can have two meanings: first, it is the
name of a kind of cloak worn by philosophers, in particular Cynic philosophers; second,
it can mean “expert”, “skilful”. The second meaning is very apt, both because at the
beginning of the discussion on the political abilities of the bishop the same term and a
synonym were employed, and because the term is employed in this rare sense most of
all in iambic poetry®®. On the other hand, the philosopher’s coat may not be out of place
here, since Gregory is talking about parrhesia, a concept commonly associated with
philosophers, particularly those of Cynic tendencies: indeed, the Tp{Bwv was almost the
distinctive sign of the mappnotaotig®. This double profile corresponds to Gregory’s two
competitors for the seat of Constantinople, or at least it corresponds to their literary

55 For the meanings, see Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1817, s.v. Tpifwv (A) and (B). The first three lines
of this discussion sound: ¢ANeboTpo@dg TIg 00TOG €v TOTG TPAyHacwy / 8V 0UK EMAVELS, EvTeAig e
nPoaTdTnG / TpiBwv moda®v kal vedv kwnudtwv (1L, 1, 12, 709-711). Clearly, 6 tpiBwv (776) refers back
to this passage. e0oTpoog is somewhat equivalent to Tpifwv, since both refer to skill in social relation-
ships, one by way of the attitude implied by this skilled (quick changes to adapt to new situations) and
the other by way of the experience required. Excluding Herodt. 4, 74, all instances of tp{Bwv in the sense
of “expert” are in iambs: Eur. Bacch. 717; Med. 686; EIL 1127; Cycl. 520; Aristoph. nub. 869-870; vesp. 1429.
Later is employed also in prose; see: Tpipwva Adywv at Greg. Nyss. ¢. Eunom. 1, 1, 12 (quoting Eur. Bacch.
717); virg. 6, 2, 34. The expression maAal@v Kal ve@v Kvnudtwy subverts the character of the scribe who
learns from the Kingdom of Heaven in Mt. 13:52: d¢ ypaupateds padntevbeis tf pacieig Tdv ovpaviv
6UO0LOG €0TLV AVOPWTIW 0iK0S8EOTIOTY, 6OTLG EKPAAAEL €K TOT Bnoavpod avTod kava Kat aAatd (see also:
Kal éntl BOpaLg NUAV mévta dkpodpua, vEa TPog TaAaLd, ASEAQLSE pov, ETipnod ool. Cant. 7:14).

56 The pun on the double meaning of tpipwv had been already exploited by Aristophanes at nub. 869—
870 (Sommerstein 2007, 203 ad 870). On parrhesia being associated with the philosopher (and the Cynic
in particular): Brown 1992, 62-65; Montserrat 2017, 69-71; Lynn Benedict 2018, 184-187. On the tp{Bwv
and his association with the philosopher: Urbano 2014, 177-183 (with copious bibliography).
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presentation by Gregory himself: the “Cynic” Maximus, backed by Ambrose and Italian
bishops, would be the radical big mouth of 761-775, whereas Senator Nectarius, backed
by the Antiochians and the emperor, would be the old fox of politics of lines 777-783
(and implied at II, 1, 17, 59-74)%". Therefore, Gregory’s device of the middle road serves
not only to imply that he himself is the model bishop but also, and most of all, to relegate
his main contenders to the two extremes of the spectrum.

To sum up, both Ephrem and Gregory have a very limited vision of the material
charity of the bishop. It is interesting to observe that, while the poets employ many
terms of leadership and of priesthood (see §2.1.1-2), they almost completely lack words
for material charity. They both propose to delegate the tasks connected with the mate-
rial and “secular” managing of the community to other figures, arguing that such tasks
damage the psychological and moral purity of the bishops, thereby impairing their
priestly powers. However, the theme is not completely absent from our texts; it is just
limited to individual cases, as opposed to such general statements as advice, exhorta-
tion, or theorisation.

Ephrem employs charity primarily to flesh out the character of one of the three
bishops of Nisibis, Babu. Therefore, charity is less a required virtue of the bishop in
general and more of a personal characteristic of Babu; and since Babu is clearly the
least important of the three bishops, material charity ends up as a low priority. It is true
that Ephrem recommends two typical behaviours of this character to the new bishop,
Abraham, thereby recognizing their universal validity, but the recommendations are
very limiting. Material charity is to be used as an evangelizing technique towards poor
people, and the rebuilding and refurbishing of churches belongs more to the priestly
duties of the bishop, which are materially determined in this case by the aftermath of
Julian’s reign.

Gregory does not even describe reigning prelates with the most common charac-
teristics of lovers of the poor. He mentions donations and charity only as a prerequisite
to the episcopate and as a reparative act in the case of rich people wanting to enter

57 On the different claims on Constantinople’s episcopal seat, see §4.1.2. Maximus was commonly asso-
ciated with Cynicism and the tp{Bwv: in Constantinopolitana civitate Cynicum ad sacerdotium vocare . . .
nesciebant philosophorum habitum non convenire incessui christiano (Damas. ep. 5); mept Ma&ipov tod
KuvikoD xal tiig xar’avtov ata&iag tig év Kwvotavtivoundel yevouévng (Canons of Constantinople 4);
Mdagupov . . . yap AAe€avSpéa T0 y€vog dvTa KUviKOv T€ OLA6609ov TO £mithSevpa (Soz. 7, 9, 4); MAguov
TVO KEXELPOTOVIKE KUVLKOVY, 0BG avTol Tag Kuvikag anokelpag tpixag (Theodrt. h. e. 5, 8). Gregory
amplified this image in his poetry: Maximus as a Cynic and dog (11, 1, 11, 751-752; 924-926; 938; 11, 1, 41,
3; 35; 48); carrying a stick (Baxtnptia) as the Cynic did (11, 1, 11, 768); inauthentic (11, 1, 11, 791-806; 954—
967); like Proteus (cf. I1, 1, 12, 729 with II, 1, 11, 807-808); exercising parrhesia (Tov MA&Luov yvwtwoav
¢k mappnotag, 11, 1, 41, 32); with the tpiBwv (IL, 1, 41, 42); full of conceit (Bpaoog: cf. 11, 1, 12, 766 with II, 1,
41, 10; 31; 49; 59, the last one anaiSevtov Opdoog!). The same antithesis between lion and ape is found at
11, 1, 39, 80, another poem which may have Maximus as its target. Nectarius is never addressed directly,
but it is likely that Gregory is often referring to him: McLynn 1997; McGuckin 2001a, 375n25; McGuckin
2001b, 161; Storin 2011, 236.
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the clergy. He devotes much more energy to the theme of parrhesia, which is under-
standable for a poet who had to deal personally with the emperor. Gregory recognises
the importance for the bishop of treating with the powers that be and describes two
characters that exemplify two opposing errors in this realm. One is the big-mouthed
outsider, the Cynic philosopher who tries to upend the social order through his phi-
losophy—a covert satire of Maximus. The other character, corresponding to Gregory’s
memories of Constantinople in I, 1, 17 and to the proud and protean politician of II,
1, 12, is the bishop too attached to secular hierarchies and too involved with the elite
world. Gregory criticises both not only for their moral failures but also for their political
insignificance: the Cynic is invested with an inauthentic parrhesia, because he lacks
the authority that would make his criticisms credible; the politician may gain personal
or short-term advantages from his closeness to secular power, but he will ultimately
depend upon them to the point of humiliating his own exalted office.

3.1.2 High priest

The main lines of Gregory’s and Ephrem’s treatment of priesthood have already been
traced at §2.1.3 through the analysis of related terms, such as iepeg and kahna. Having
recalled them, I will add other passages to flesh out better the elements already known.
Asregards Gregory, I will analyse a recurring structural element of our poems—namely,
the use of priestly imagery towards the end to describe Gregory’s asceticism in retire-
ment. This priestly imagery is lexically parallel to the passage already analysed at §2.1.3
on the ideal priest. Then, I will consider some passages in Ephrem where priestly attrib-
utes are passed down from one bishop to the other on the basis of personal holiness. I
will ask if this means that the episcopate is conceived as an honorary title more than
a function in the community. Finally, I will examine a group of Ephremian passages
where the poet attributes beneficial powers to the bishop’s celebration of the liturgy.
These passages tie into broader themes of Ephrem poetry that are here anticipated
and will be reprised extensively in the chapter that is specifically on Ephrem (§4.1.2).
However, these passages also show some differences in Ephrem’s and Gregory’s concep-
tions of liturgical priesthood.

Ephrem and Gregory conceive priesthood by and large along the lines of the Old
Testament institution. They concentrate on the rules of purity, interpreting them alle-
gorically as requiring moral probity. In this respect, Gregory goes further than Ephrem,
because while Ephrem interprets the Eucharist as the true sacrifice, Gregory says that,
besides administering the Eucharist, the bishop should present the souls of his commu-
nity, morally perfected in his guidance, to God as an offering. Ritual purity in this moral
sense serves Ephrem as a basis for excluding from or including in the bishop’s personal
jurisdiction different tasks, such as judging—excluded on the ground of the distractions
it entails—or building churches—included because part of the bishop’s role as priest



3.1 Functions of the bishop = 243

before God. Finally, for both poets, the bishop is a mediator between God and humanity,
transmitting top-down truth, morality, and spiritual gifts.

To these ideas, it is worth adding a pattern recurring in Gregory’s poems. At the
beginning of I1, 1, 10 and II, 1, 13, as well as in various other places, Gregory presents
the task of the bishop as the priestly offering of the Eucharist. The profusion of words
of purity and the context of such utterances suggests that the theme is touched upon to
conjure the devotion due to the Eucharist against immoral—and therefore impure—
bishops: Gregory expresses outrage and enjoins the reader to the same. In II, 1, 10, the
first line (Q Buoiag méumovteg dvatpudxToug, iepijeg) is a call to witness that uses the
most sacred function of bishops in order to bind and solemnise their summoning. In II,
1,13, 1 the same line opens an anticlimax, ending with a description of bishops as comic
actors, and in this context, it is fitting to begin with the most sacred function of bishops.
The insistence on purity at II, 1, 12, 148-151 (&yvol, kaBdpoia, dyvicovoy) contrasts with
the vicious treatment the bishops gave Gregory, removing him during an illness, The
mention of 600 pvotipla in I, 1, 12, 439 may well be a reference to the Eucharist—or
in general to sacraments, introduced to excite outrage at the “tyranny” (tupavv@v) that
the greedy-man-turned-bishop exercised over them®. Lines 751-760 have already been
analysed more than once (see §2.1.3 and §3.1.1.1). Their parallel in I, 1, 17, 21-40 is
clearly employed as a foil to present the bad behaviour of real-life bishops: the aim of
the poem is precisely to confront the two different lifestyles of good and bad bishops®.
The passage at 11, 1, 13, 184-197 develops a long description of the Old Testament temple
and its purity regulations in order to chastise the bishops for their take adequate time
to deliberate when electing new prelates (see §3.3.2.2).

However, words of offering and sacrifice tend to appear also in another specific
location in these poems. In fact, Gregory caps them with descriptions of his ascetic retire-
ment in terms of priesthood, often as an antithesis to the unworthy deeds described in
the body of the poem:

58 "Emelt’ apolol xelpag wg ayvol Oe@ / Kal 8dpa méupova’ €k ppevog kabdpaota / Kal Aadv ayvicovat
UvoTKoig Adyolg, / Ol kal W Eneppav €vBev ék movnpiag (1, 1, 12, 148-151).

59 TéAog Tupavv@v kal Oeol puotipla (I1, 1, 12, 439). See also §2.1.2.1; §3.1.1.3.

60 AvTap 6 ye Tpouepfiol xal evayéowv mardapnot / Abpov dyel, Xplotold oapxl xapiouevog, / Kat
ueydrolg mabéeaoty, doep O0¢ £VOAS’ AvETAN, / PUGLOV Apyeydvmv RUETEPWY TTaBéwv: / QL {0El poltvw
kal Tépretat @ pa kedlet / Oupov anod xBovinv Evev avioTdpevog. / AvBpanwy § ayadoiol 81801 ppéva,
701g 8¢ kaxoloy Kdumntetal, dooa AiBog OKpuoeLg adduag / 008 6 y’ €moTpéeTal TAOVTOL HEYAAWY TE
Bowkwv, / OV 86Zng Ppoténg evBAade aupouévng / OVSE Sopnv PactAijog Exwv Pplapolo Aéovtog, / KevBel
kepdpnv €véobL Sovioouvny, /| NekpoBdpog, SoAduntig, atdobaiog, dAA0g €v éAlotg / TlavtoSamolg
kaking eideot kAentdpevog. / AAAA véov kabapoiol vorpacty aiev aééwv, / "Hon kat Tplddog dntetat
ovpaving, / "Hg tumov éotipiEev évi mpartiSeoowv Efja, / KO8og &v £v Tplocolg kdAkeot Sepkouevog, / Kal
Aaov Buéeaaty (yvolg BeoelSéa Tev)wY, / Yotatiov Yuyiig B0pat avawua eépet (11, 1, 17, 21-40).
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11, 1, 10, 31-34

Tobveka Kayyarowv eBOVoOV EKQuYov, £k Ueydrov 8¢
Xeipatog, &v otabep® nelopa BArov Aévt,

"EvBa vdou kabapolot vorjuact Bupov delpwv,

Bvow Kal aLynv, g 0 Tdpolde Adyov.

Therefore, with a laugh I flew envy, and from a violent
storm I dropped anchor in a steady haven,

where, elevating my spirit with pure thoughts of the mind,
I shall offer silence too, as before speech.

1I, 1, 12, 803-808

XwpelT: éyw 8¢ cuoTpagrioopatl Oed,

QUG mvéw Te kal TTpOg BV PAETIW UOVOV,

Qumpiv yevéaBau W iy tekolo’ iéoyeTo, (805)
QukivSuvol ouvijpav kai VUKTGV XApLs.

ToVtw te 000w vol kabapd Kvrpata,

Q¢ yoUv £QIKTOV, TPOGAUADY U6V UOVOG.

Go ahead, I'll recollect myself in God,

by whom Ilive and breathe and for whom I look,

to whom before birth my mother promised me, (805)
with whom dangers and the gifts of night bound me,

and to him I'll sacrifice pure movements of the mind,

as far as it’s possible at least, alone talking to him alone.

11, 1, 13, 209-215

Qv 68¢ Seapog Exel mMAaykTnv voov £vSov dyeipag,

Elow még 0powv, yeAdwv Prototo BuéAAag, (210)
AT pd te kal mvuGv aloxp®ds koviovot Tpocwna,

Alel te mpamideaot vorjpata Oela yapdoowv,

Xeipoav oK Emipikta, Slavyéa, QuTL TEAAlWwY

Tploco@aods OedTNTOG, EMeLyouévolal ToBoLoty

“TAaov aBavdtolo Oeol pog BdKOV ikoiuny (215)

Whence this bond stops the erring mind, recollecting it inside:

all turned inwards, laughing about the storms of life, (210)
which still soil shamefully even the faces of the wise,

and always impressing on the heart divine notions,

approaching nothing mixed with evil, but pure, to the light

of the Thrice-Shining Godhead, with urging longings,

I'shall come to the propitious throne of God immortal; (215)

11, 1, 17, 101-102
Tadta pév, olot eiAov, Kai KEpKOTWY Kpatog in’
AvTap €yn Xplotol mAcopaL ATPEUEWV.

Let these things to the one who cares about them, and the power to the monkeys,
while I'll fill full of Christ in stillness.
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These passages share the same context and a group of themes. They are all towards the
end of the respective poems, preceded by a forceful denunciation of the bishops’ bad
ways and Gregory’s denial of his involvement in their workings: I preserved in the quo-
tations the sentences bridging this theme to Gregory’s description of his ascetic retreat
I, 1, 10, 31-32; 11, 1, 12, 803; 11, 1, 13, 208-211; 1L, 1, 17, 101). However, this description
is never the last word of the poems. This is particularly clear in II, 1, 12, where Gregory
introduces his “valedictory speech” (¢¢Ltriplov A6yov, 812) right after the quoted passage,
and the speech goes on some twenty lines after that, but the other poems, too, have at
least a couplet after the passage quoted. Except for IL, 1, 10, all poems end on a slightly
threatening note, entrusting the ecclesiastical situation to God’s judgement®’,

Among the common themes in these passages, remarkable is the priestly language
describing ascetic practices. In I, 1, 10, Gregory “sacrifices” (B0ow, 34) silence®® In 1, 1,
12 the sacrifice is the “movements of the mind” (vod kwnuata, 807), which, in accord-
ance with Old Testament precepts, must be pure to be offered (see §2.1.3.1). The phrase
kwiuara vos (and hence its synonym, the vorjuata)® is a technical term, kivnua, which
can have many different meanings but, in its most generic sense, is any content of the
mind*. Origen notably employs it for the voluntary and free intentions of rational
beings; from Origen, the term in this sense enters theological and ascetic vocabulary, in
particular in the Cappadocians Fathers®. Therefore, the “pure movements” and “pure
thoughts” of Gregory’s poems refer to a striving, half intellectual and half practical, to
meditate exclusively on God, avoiding material interests and other desires. In II, 1, 13,

61 Ta & G\ ékelbev, @ @itoy, Aeré€etan (1T, 1, 12, 811), where £keiBev means “in the afterlife” (see
Meier 1989, 164); "EvBa te mavT avagavsa, 1o 8¢ mAéov lootdAavtov / TRpog 6T év xelpeaot Beod (uyov
opbodikoto (11, 1, 13, 216-217); Ebyoual, (¢ kev dmavta Oed @ida tolode pepntoy, / Ei 8¢ xepeldtepa,
™MAG0eY ovat Exew. (11, 1, 17, 107-108).

62 On the theme of silence as sacrifice and the meaning of this innovative practice in Gregory’s asceti-
cism: Gautier 2002, 51-52, 195-213; Storin 2011.

63 See vodv 8¢ Tiva; uiy TOV v dAw, Kail 00 kwiuata té Stavorjuata (or: 28, 13). All other occurrences of
Stavorjpata are coupled with xwviparta.

64 E.g. év Tf] Yuyii SLdpopa kvijuata gaivetal, kat €0ty v avtij T0 Aoyifeabat, kal To émBupely, Kat
70 Bupoel8eg, €k 8¢ Tiig TOVTWVY KWNoewS Kal 1} T®V PeA®V yivetal o0 owupatog évépyela (Athan. ep.
ad Marcell. 27); moMal yap Suvdyetg kal Stagopa kvquata €v T Yoy kad’ & mote uév omovdaiov Tt
Slavoovupeda, mote 8¢ embupoluey, mote 6¢ embupovueda, mote 8¢ kpivopev (Eus. in Ps. 101, 1).

65 E.g.: ol 8¢ avakeipevol T Oelw Adyw kal mpog povn tii Beparneia Tod B0l yvouevol yvnolws katd Thv
Stapopav T@V eig T00T0 Kynuatwv Aevital kat iepelg ok atonws Aeydioovtat, (Orig. in Joh. comm. 1, 2,
10); E€ i8lag aitiag T@v Ui TPoseXOVTWY EAUTOTG AypUTVWLG yivovTat TéyLov ij BpasSLov HETAnTWoELS, Kal
EmLAETOV f €10 €AATTOV, WG A0 TaVTNG THG aitiag, kpiloel Belg cupmapapeTpovon 101G EkdaTov BeAtiooy
1} xelpool kwipaot kal 0 kat d&iav, 6 pév Tig E¢eL €v Tij Ecopévn Slakoopoel TAEW ayyeAkny ij Sbvauy
apywnyv ij €govoiav v €nt Tvwv || Bpovov Tov Eml Bactevopévwy i Kupelav Ty katd SovAwy, (princ.
frg. 11). In later authors, e.g.: El yap un té np@dta npog movnplag kwipata tig Yuyig éktundein, (Eus. in
Ps. 99, 8); T0 evpeTaPAnTov Kal dotatov Tiv Katd mpoatpesty knudtwy (Basil. hex. 3, 9); §6Aov Aéyw kat
émBupiav xal tgov 0pyRv Te Kal pO6vov Kai doa movnpa tig kakiag évSov Eott kvijuata (Greg. Nyss.
inst. 8, 1, 55, 18). For a story of these xwijpata stretching back to the Stoics, see Sorabji 2000.
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Gregory, as the Hebrew high priest, approaches the throne of God, being {Aaov, a word
with sacrificial undertones. In fact, the sentence {Aaov dfavdrtolo Oeod npog BKOV
ixolunv expresses succinctly and in Homeric Greek the elements of the Yom Kippur
ritual (Lev. 16) and its Christian interpretation (Hebr. 9): the verb ixvéopat not only
is an epic metaphrase of the biblical eiomopetopat (Lev. 16:2), eioépyouat (Lev. 16:3),
or eloelut (Hebr. 9:6) but also has the technical sense of “beseech” “approach as sup-
pliant”%, which is apt for the mediatory function of the high priest and the the Yom
Kippur ritual’s aim of finding forgiveness; even more remarkable is the expression
Aaov Bkov, which, to my knowledge, is unparalleled. I suspect this expression tries to
convey in Homeric language the concept of “mercy seat”, the lid on the ark of the cove-
nant whereupon God was thought to sit as on a throne. The lid of the ark—in Hebrew,
kapporet, from a root expressing both “covering” and “atonement”—was called in
Greek {Aaotrplov (see Lev. 16:2; 14 in the Septuagint version; Hebr. 9:2), preserving
only the “atonement” meaning. Though the term, which has the same root of Gregory’s
adjective {Aaov, does not imply the concept of “seat” or “throne” in Greek, it must have
been known to Gregory (for example, from 1Sam. 4:4) that the space between the two
cherubim on the lid of the ark was conceived as God’s throne; hence Gregory’s use of the
term 6®Mkog¢. The elegiac II, 1, 17 does not present this theme, but shares with II, 1, 10 the
idea of “silence” (atpepéwv, 102).

These priestly elements are very significant if we take into account the position
of the passages and their language. The same language of purity, of approaching
to the divine and of mental discipline, employed here to describe Gregory’s retreat,
is employed in the body of the poems to describe the ideal priest”’. Furthermore, the
description of Gregory’s retreat is encased between Gregory distancing himself from
the behaviour of bad bishops and his entrusting true judgement to God. The resulting
message is that, paradoxically, the true priest is the one renouncing priesthood—at least
in its institutional, public, and concrete sense—to embrace a concealed and spiritual
kind of priesthood, ascesis. Hence, the liturgical priesthood exercised by the other
bishops in the poems ends up being rather minimised in its importance. Here Gregory
shows clearly the influence of Origen on his thought: Origen’s spiritual interpretation
of priesthood, touching not only on the Old Testament institution but also on contem-
porary church hierarchy, tended to relativise the importance of institutional priesthood

66 Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 826-827, s.v. ikvéopaL.

67 Cf. the passage II, 1, 12, 751-760 and its parallel at II, 1, 17, 21-40 with these passages: Yuxdg. . . Gvw
eépovta (11, 1, 12, 752-753), Bupov . . . avioTapevog. . . voov aé€wv (I1, 1, 17, 26; 35) and Bupov deipwv (11, 1,
10, 33); évBéoig kviuaaot (11, 1, 12, 753), kabapoiot voijpact (11, 1, 17, 35) and kabapoiot vorjuact (11, 1, 10,
33), xaBapa kwnuata (11, 1, 12, 807), énetyopévolat mobotowv (11, 1, 13, 214); tag Oeiag pdvag / AknAdwToug
éupdoelg tumovpevov (I, 1, 12, 754-755), Tplddog . . . Tumov éatripiéev évi npanideaaty fjlal / KGSog v év
TpLo00ig KaAAeot Sepxdpevog (11, 1, 17, 36-37) and aiel te npaniSeaot vojuata 6ela xapdoowy / xetpoatv
oUK €miuikta, Stavyéa, QuTtl meAdlwy / Tploco@aods BedtnTog (11, 1, 13, 212-214). The main difference of
the passages at the end of poems from those in the body is the absence of any reference to the people the
priest should lead to God, because here Gregory is renouncing his leading position.
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in favour of spiritual and moral accomplishment, to the point that sometimes he seems
to doubt the very necessity of institutional priesthood. On the other hand—and this is
what Gregory took from Origen—Origen’s stress on moral accomplishment kept the
institution in check, providing a forceful call to be up to the task the Spirit had given
to them®. Gautier, who has noted this minimisation, reads into it a Messalian tendency
and a contradiction with Gregory’s idea that public priesthood is the culmination of
asceticism, not vice versa®. In my opinion, the importance of these passages should not
be overstated: except for one passage in or; 27, texts” in which Gregory presents ascet-
icism as a priestly sacrifice are all in contexts similar to the passages examined here,
where Gregory tries to minimise the failure of a retreat from the episcopal office; if one
takes into account the late antique rhetorical trope of refusal of office, it becomes clear
that this imagery is more of a rhetorical strategy than a committed theological claim
on the relationship between ascesis and sacramental liturgy. However, it remains true
that, in Gregory’s view, the sacrament is still a partial fulfilment of sacrifice, with the
offering of saved souls (among them, one’s own) being the authentic priestly sacrifice.
As already noted (§2.1.3.1), Gregory’s interpretation of priesthood does assign meta-
physical value to ascesis.

One of the recurring themes of Rapp’s study on the episcopate in late antiquity
is the interplay between an honorific view of the episcopate and a functional one.
Canonical documents and theological reflection, at least until the fourth century, tried
to instil the functional view of these roles, following Paul, who defined the episcopate
(¢moxom) as a £pyov (1Tim. 3:1)7% As the importance of bishops and priests in the
community grew, the orders were increasingly seen as honours (twai), which could
be assigned, for example, to holy men and ascetics, without requiring them to exercise
any service in the community, but only as a recognition of their spiritual authority”. As
should be clear from the texts already analysed, neither Gregory nor Ephrem shares
this view; rather, they emphasise the duties of the bishop towards the faithful. However,
this does not exclude that the bishop’s role is endowed with a certain honour and that,
consequently, it should be bestowed according to spiritual merit.

In Ephrem’s case this results in a series of passages in which the episcopate
appears as the reward for the holiness of its recipient. These passages are all in the
poems on Abraham (CN 17-21), so that they are likely meant to defend Abraham’s elec-

68 On Origen’s view of priesthood: Daniélou 1948, 56-63; Crouzel 1985, 287-290; Rapp 2005, 35-36,
63-5.

69 Gautier 2002, 115-116.

70 or 2,95,1-98, 2, which clearly refer to ascetic retreat before taking office, perfectly in line with Greg-
ory’s ideas of asceticism and priesthood as presented by Gautier in the same and the previous chapters
of his book.

71 Gautier 2002, 115 quotes in particular or: 26, 16.

73 Rapp 2005, 90-91, 135, 138-141, 166-168, 203-207.
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tion from objections of the people or of other, more experienced, clerics. Here are the
passages:

a\ Kary L fawian mus\\ ;ne wlew
» i L i ceohwa e Kauls
74r<-.m<\.» V\.\:imﬂo ~avai u\.\..rd <~
(CN17,6,1-7) ~ao V\.ul)a

nir Kol ivian rhrsed) Jaa Kaois
(CN19,2,7-9) Paldal s omlaa

mhamin ain izha mhaar i iaoh
Tmhenrd vl nlers vais alad e Koo
(CN 21, 3,7-10)

In these passages, powers (CN 21) and insignia (CN 17 and 19) of the episcopate are
handed down to Abraham by Valgash, because Abraham is the best candidate for the
job, being a trusted disciple of the previous bishop (CN 17, 6, 1; 3; CN 21, 3, 9) and a
saintly man (CN 17, 6, 4). Interestingly, besides the symbols of pastoral leadership I
have already analysed”’, Ephrem recalls in this context the priestly role of the bishop.
The language is very clear: Ephrem speaks of tesmesta, literally meaning “service”,
but with the specialised sense of “liturgy” (CN 19, 2, 7; CN 21, 3, 10); he uses the term
qurbana, literally “offering”, but normally employed for “Mass”, and madbha, which
clearly alludes to liturgy. The term ruhhapa, literally meaning “brooding”, “hovering”,
has a fundamental importance in the sacramental doctrine of the Syriac churches;
hence the fact that Abraham’s hand is apt to ruhhdpa (CN 17, 6, 5) concretely means
that he is worthy to administer the sacraments—baptism, Eucharist, and orders’. In
these passages, the ministering of sacraments is put on par with pastoral care among
the tasks of the bishops, and, just like leadership, it is considered honourable, so that
only one worthy of it can be its recipient. Indeed, the impersonal expression “it is meet”
(yaye) at CN 17, 6, 5-7 and the nominal sentence at CN 19, 2, 7-9 convey a sense of
inevitability, as if the conferral of sacramental powers were to follow personal holiness
automatically. However, although these formulations presuppose great honour for the
bishop’s functions and the need for the recipient to be worthy of this honouy, they

74 “He delivered his hand ["id-eh] to his own disciple, / the seat [kursya] to the one who was worthy
[Swe] of it, // the key [glida] to the one who was faithful [d-’ethaymen], / the pen [gezra] to the one
who was excellent [d-’etnassah]; // meet for your hand is the consecration [yaye [-id-ak ruhhapal, | for
your offering the atonement [wa-Il-qurban-ak hussayal, // and for your tongue the comfort [wa-l-lesan-ak
buyya’al.”

75 “The pure altar for your ministry [madbha dakya l-teSmest-ak], | the great seat for your honour
[kursya rabba l-iqar-ak], /| and everything as one for your crown!”

76 “...you canbind on earth like him, / and you can loose on high in his manner, // since your faith is like
his. / Blessed is he who handed to you his ministry [teSmest-eh]!”

77 For the analysis of the seat, keys, binding and loosing, and the hand, see §2.2.4.6.

78 For the meaning of ruhhapa: Brock 2000, 181-185; Brock 2001, 393-397.
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should not be read as implying that the episcopate is a honorific title; rather, they must
be read, together with CN 21, 3, 10, as persuading the audience that the very concrete
task of bishop has been assigned to the right person: in CN 21 this is expressed by a
reference to the divine choice of the candidate”, whereas in CN 17 and 19 Ephrem’s
formulation suggests a natural and necessary link between the task and the recipient,
a link mediated by sanctity—the personal sanctity of the candidate, the sanctity of the
priestly office.

As already seen, material charity is not the prime focus of Ephrem’s poetry on
bishops. However, this does not mean he never ascribes the cause of material benefit
for the community to the bishops. It is remarkable that Ephrem makes this ascription
not in connection with the bishop’s call to charity, but to his priestly and mediatory role:
in other words, the main avenue for the bishop to acquire benefits for his faithful is
intercessory prayer. In the context of the poems on Nisibis, the material benefit implied
is protection from war or defeat:

.. 4
i iar mans m>auns Wans ool
\ku..ud ~iaw u\k\cds \"s).md L w0 o Ko
“ Mol 2103 0m neio havid s Letaa
. 5
s i aa ) adan 1o e LKua’
8 3oz WIDLT M el woahs Ll g
(CN 17, 4, 5-10; 5, 7-10)
~hasih e aokh v\ ook vl o 20
oo ML ;oha), ~ames his 5
s AL mwiaaa b L Jpartiéoa

79 Admittedly, the turn of phrase would suggest that the subject of line 10 is the same third-person
masculine singular as the three preceding lines (Simon Peter, mentioned at CN 21, 3, 6). However, line
10 is not part of the stanza in the same way as the other lines, because in this metre the last (tenth) line
of the stanza works as a refrain. The refrains change in every stanza, but their form is consistent, pre-
senting the predicate brik (occasionally completed with the subject pronoun hu) and a relative clause
expanding on why the subject is “blessed”. All such refrains, in the totality of CN 17-21, refer to God as
subject. Therefore, in this case, too, the refrain should be read as an independent clause after a full stop,
referring to God and not to Peter. For the relationship between Ephrem’s idea of divine choice of the
bishops and the refrain-structure of his poems, see §3.3.1.

80 “Because of his personal trial [beqyal, / he made him a wall to the multitude: / may your fasting
[sawm-ak] be an armour to our land, / your prayer [sallit-ak] a shield for our city, // your thurible [ptrm-
ak] may obtain reconciliation [tartal. /| Blessed is he who sanctified your sacrifices [debhatal! ///
[...]1he put you as a pillar [‘ammiuda] / in the citadel of a quivering people, // that relies on your prayers
[sallwat—ak]. | Blessed is he who made you our pillar!”
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mihada aohh (Iws REET-T S YT\ WL Y
DI A 19303 i ahan), Aah das

8 ehazrd iae ~o0ma Al Ay s (ol 0 23
(CN 21, 20; 23,1-2)

In these texts, benefit from God is acquired through the bishop’s prayer (salliita), with
the only exception being CN 17, 4, 7, where the ascetic practice of fasting (sawma)
should protect the city, although it is remarkable that even in this case fasting is coupled
with prayer. Prayer was required of all Christians, and in principle any prayer could be
effective, provided the person praying was saintly enough. Why did Ephrem deem the
bishop’s prayer particularly important? Because the bishop could offer prayers other
Christians could not offer: this is clarified by Ephrem’s reference to the “thurible” or
“censer” (pirma). For the offering of incense is a very rich image, pointing not only at
the biblical usage of comparing prayers to the smoke of incense rising to God but also to
the concrete offering performed by the priest in Old Testament times and perpetuated
by the church, even in Ephrem’s time®2, Hence, the mention of the censer explains the
importance of the bishop’s prayer: only the bishop, as true heir of Hebrew priesthood,
could offer a sacrifice to God, meaning the Eucharist, during which also incense was
burnt®, This is confirmed by line 10 of the same stanza, where God is praised for having
“sanctified” (qaddes) the “sacrifices” (debhata) of the bishop, a clear eucharistic refer-
ence. Moreover, the result of the bishop’s prayer is qualified as “reconciliation” (tartta),
a word with distinct eucharistic overtones®. Therefore, the bishop’s prayer, conveyed
and embedded in these solemn rites, was far more valuable and effective than that of

81 “May your prayer rise to the sky / and may rise with it reconciliation; // may the Lord of the sky rain /
his bounties on our wickedness, // and his comforts on our grieves, / and his collecting on our dispersion;
/| may he guard his zeal with his love / our shame may his justice avenge, // our wickedness may his
mercy blot out. / Blessed is he who blessed his flock! /// ... Let the priests pray for the kings / that they
may be a bulwark for humanity”

82 Aaron offered incense in a thurible (pirma) to save Israel from a pestilence at Num. 17:11. Incense
was offered twice a day by kohanim: Ex. 30:7-8; 2Chron. 13:11; in the Day of Atonement: Lev. 16:12-13.
83 In the OT, when flour is offered, it is required to add oil and frankincense upon it: Lev. 2:1. If we
add this offering of bread and incense together to the offering of incense on the Day of Atonement (Lev.
16:12-13), linked to the Mass ever since Hebr. 9 (see esp. Hebr. 9:3-4), the relevance of incense for the
Mass should be evident. The so-called “Ecclesiastical Canons”, or “Canons of the Apostles”, in Const.
apost. 8, preserved in Syriac in the third book of the Clementine Octateuch, set rules for the offerings at
Mass, implying that, beside bread and wine, also oil for the lamps and incense were brought and em-
ployed in the rite: 7@ kap® T® §€ovTL ANV VEWV X(8pwV i} OTAYUARG ur €€0v €0Tw Tpoaayeadal TL TPOg
70 Bualaothplov (madbha), kai EAatov eig Tiv Avyviav kal Bupiapa (besme) ¢ kap® tiig Belag avapopdg
(qurbana) (Const. apost. 8,47, 3). At Apc. 5:8 incense is explained as “the prayers of the saints”, an image
already employed at Ps. 141:2.

84 See its use in the christological passages Rom. 5:10-11; 11:15; 2Cor. 5:18-19, where Christ is the sac-
rificial victim for the “reconciliation” with God of all mankind. Ephrem employs the word in relation to
the Eucharist: hymn. virg. 4, 10, 6-7 (with the expression qurban tarta, “propitiation offering”); hymn.
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any other member of the community. Naturally, this does not exclude the possibility
that the bishop would be a saint, if he wants his prayers to be heard; rather, it is implied
that he is bishop because he is a saint. This is the sense of CN 17, 4, 5-6, stressing the
thoroughness of the bishop’s preparation and the rightness of his selection.

The aims and results of the bishop’s prayer are, as noted, remarkably concrete.
Ephrem’s imagery makes clear that the bishop’s intercession serves to protect the
city from external threats: the bishop is called “a wall” (§ara, CN 17, 4, 6) or “a pillar”
(‘ammauda, CN 17, 5, 7), his fasting “an armour” (zayna, CN 17, 4, 7), his prayer “a shield”
(sakkra, CN 17, 4, 8), and the beneficiary is always a collective, whether it be “the multi-
tude” (saggie, CN 17, 4, 6), “the land” (atra, CN 14, 4, 7), “the city” (mditta, CN 17, 4, 8), or
“the people” (‘amma, CN 17, 5, 8). That defence should be the aim of the bishop’s prayer
is explicitly stated in CN 21, 23, 1-2, where Ephrem recommends that the bishops—here
significantly named “priests” (kahné)—pray for the military success of the emperors.
In this insistence on protection and defence we can read a trace of the traumatic war
experiences of the Nisibenes in the fourth century, a perspective completely different
from that of the relatively sheltered Gregory.

Yet there is more than that here: as we shall see in detail later (§4.1.2), Ephrem
offers a theological interpretation of this experience. The hardships of war are at the
same time a punishment for the city’s collective sins and a pedagogical device for the
spiritual progress of the community. On the other hand, peace and tranquillity are
granted by God when the community has reached its maturity or as a sign of mercy
and forgiveness. The idea is perfectly encapsulated in line 6 of CN 21, 20: “His collecting
[kunnasa] on our dispersion [buddara]”. Its literal meaning is that God gathers anew
the dispersed inhabitants of Nisibis after the hardships of Julian’s reign. However,
the sentence has a moral connotation, too: kunnasa may be taken as “reconciliation”,
“concord,” and buddara as a metaphor for moral dispersion, given its position parallel
to “wickedness” (bisuta, 4). Dispersion and wickedness are the same thing; the reunit-
ing of the city depends upon the reconciliation of God. In this great scheme of things,
the bishop has the critical role of intercessor, who through his prayer can elicit God’s
change of approach towards the community. This constellation of themes around the
bishop’s priesthood has its roots in Bible narratives where the holy man, whether a
prophet or a priest, is able to summon God’s help for Israel, thereby granting military
victory. More deeply, the Bible assumes time and again that Israel’s destiny depends on
preserving the correct religious practices and beliefs.

To wrap up this section, the passages here examined conform by and large to the
characteristics already highlighted in the lexical analysis (§2.1.3). Both Ephrem and
Gregory highlight the liturgical role of the bishop and its link with moral purity when
they want to uphold or undermine the legitimacy of a prelate. Ephrem stresses the holi-

parad. 13, 1, 10-11 (where the qurbana is poetry, but it is clearly compared to a form of sacrifice that
should meet God’s “benevolence”).
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ness of sacraments to legitimise the newly elected Abraham, who is worthy of adminis-
tering them. The priesthood is not thereby equated with an honorary title, but the corre-
spondence between holiness of the office and holiness of the recipient serves to highlight
the divine choice on which the bishop’s power is based. Gregory, on the contrary, insists
on holiness when he wants to elicit outrage at the moral lows reached by the bishops.

In Gregory’s texts we have noticed a tendency to limit the importance of sacramen-
tal priesthood. The counterpart of this limitation is the transfer of priestly imagery and
words to describe asceticism and spiritual endeavour, especially in autobiographical
passages. This rhetorical strategy may be connected to his forceful criticism of the eccle-
siastical hierarchy and at the same time the need to reestablish his own legitimacy as
a bishop. However, it is not only rhetoric on the part of Gregory: his theology of priest-
hood is deeply indebted to Origen’s, so that a certain limitation of the liturgical role in
favour of spiritual values is surely at work here.

Here again we observe a remarkable difference between Gregory and Ephrem.
Both preserve the tradition of the bishop as Old Testament priest and mediator before
God for his people; however, they explain it differently. If for Gregory mediation is first
of all the communication of God’s image to the community, for Ephrem episcopal inter-
cession has benefits which are very much material: the prosperity of the community
in a time (and geographic space) of wars. As often happens in a case of divergence,
Ephrem subscribes to a more traditional and biblically based view, whereas Gregory
draws from Origen’s thought and example.

3.1.3 Spiritual father I: The munus docendi

Among the names and metaphors examined in the previous chapter (§2), the great
majority and the most important ones referred to the bishop’s leadership of the com-
munity: not only terms of leadership proper but also important metaphors, such as
that of shepherd, of hushandman, or of father, single out this feature of the prelate.
Furthermore, the group of “iconographic” metaphors (§2.2.3) refer to the bishop’s duty
to set a moral example, which can be subsumed in the category of spiritual guidance.
Accordingly, our texts contain a wealth of references to and discussions of different
facets of this episcopal task.

In the next two sections I will examine how Gregory and Ephrem articulate the bish-
op’s leadership in texts in which they describe the bishop in his role as leader; and I will
note the context in which they have him act and what kind of character emerges from
their treatment of the theme. In this treatment I have decided to separate the bishop in
his quality of doctrinal teacher from the hishop as custodian of morality, discipline, and
spirituality in the community. In the two poets the two roles receive remarkably differ-
ent treatments. I will begin by stressing the importance of leadership compared to other
traits of the bishop’s figure for both poets and how they argue for such importance by
situating the bishops in a concrete historical context (§3.1.3.1). The two poets have two
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different approaches to the question of the bishop’s position in history, but they both use
it to advocate for their stance towards his office: Gregory underlining the necessity of
doctrinal preparation for the bishop, Ephrem downplaying it in favour of good morals.
Next, I will delve into Ephrem’s downplaying of doctrinal teaching (§3.1.3.2): like charity,
which was a peculiar characteristic of Babu, preaching and doctrinal knowledge end up
being peculiar characteristics of the third bishop, Valgash. As such, they are praised and
exalted when Valgash is to be defended, but, overall, they are limited in scope and valid-
ity. The second half of this section (§3.1.3.3) is occupied by a close reading of Gregory’s
discussion of the intellectual prerequisites for the bishop, in which Gregory makes clear
how much theological competence is important for his view of the prelate.

In the following section (§3.1.4), I will examine the bishop as moral leader. First,
I will look again at the historical narrative pushed by Gregory, this time in the narra-
tive part of I, 1, 13 (§3.1.4.1). Then, I will present what little Gregory has to say on the
content of this moral leadership, with reference to a list of vices in II, 1, 17, which in
part anticipates the systematisation of Evagrius (§3.1.4.2). As regards Ephrem, on the
contrary, many passages refer to moral leadership, in particular the correct style and
modes of leadership the bishop should use (§3.1.4.3). In this respect two preoccupa-
tions stand out: (1) the ambiguous place of meekness and humility, sometimes limited
to one particular character and at other times employed for the episcopate as such;
(2) the correct order of speaking—that is, the regulation of expressions by the bishop
and his scrutiny over them, to avoid rash choices and, in particular, slanderers. Finally,
I will look at the contents of Ephrem’s moral pedagogy (§3.1.4.4). Here greed and its
repression will play a role, and I will explain why. Then, I will present texts in which
Ephrem upholds an array of ascetic virtues for the bishop and the community, as a kind
of bridge to the next part of the chapter (§3.2).

3.1.3.1 Leadership and church history

The importance of leadership goes deeper than a simple question of quantity of names
or stress laid upon different themes. Spiritual leadership is at the core of our poems.
Indeed, if both poets did not believe that the fundamental role of the bishop was guiding
the faithful towards God, the poems would be meaningless. Both poets try to enjoin the
bishops, albeit with different means and in different contexts, to a set of behaviours.
Why are these behaviours desirable, if we were to exclude spiritual leadership? Mate-
rial charity or civic leadership may have required such behaviours, but, at this time,
those tasks were still largely reserved for state officials or lay notables, so that there
would not have been any reason to address the head of the Christian community in
particular or as such. Sanctity was required from every Christian, and, as Rapp notes, in
the first centuries Paul’s recommendations to Timothy on the choice of the bishop were
interpreted as applying to every Christian®. If the same convictions had lain at the basis

85 Rapp 2005, 32-41.
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of Gregory’s and Ephrem’s poems, the idea of poems specifically devoted to bishops
would have made no sense: it is no accident that prose treatises, as well as poems, on
priesthood began to be written only in the fourth century. In principle, liturgical priest-
hood may have called for treatments of the bishop’s behaviour outside liturgy, as the
belief in the sanctity of ritual action inspired by Old Testament typology could have
raised—and did in fact raise—the need for “pure”, “holy” ministers. In fact, however,
spiritual leadership was so important that it subsumed the administration of sacra-
ments in itself: this is particularly clear in the case of Gregory’sII, 1, 12, 751-760, where
the Eucharist is described almost as a provisional sacrifice, which will be fulfilled in the
bishop’s offering of the souls of his community. Moreover, the practice of penance and
admission to the Eucharist or to baptism blurred the line between liturgical leadership
and spiritual or disciplinary care. No doubt, the need for pure liturgical ministers, or
the necessity to defend the purity of existing ministers before the community, is part
of the poems’ concerns—those of Ephrem in particular—but they are by no means the
main concern.

The necessity of addressing the question of leadership—and, hence, of bishops—
emerges clearly in Gregory’s poems, both in its doctrinal implications and in its moral
ones. The doctrinal implications are explored in particular in II, 1, 12:

AXX 0V kdklota Tadta ovS’ EmloKomiig,

Q A\pote; ur) 1000070V Apyaing @POVELY,

Q¢ TnAkodTo mplypa Tipudcdat kakog,

Mn8’ et Alav 70 yBaparov omovddaletar

0V yap KAKLOTOV 1) €ntokomr|. Xpewv (180)
Mavtwg Tv’ elvat Tdv [8°] aplotwv ekAéyw

Tov mp®TOV: €L & 00V, GAAA Uiy TOV £oyaTov,

Elmep vopieabatl Tt 8€T pov T0v Adyov,

Kat vOv pdAtota v Ay yAwoooyiag

Kal TV peyiotwv dotéwv Kal GLAAGY WY, (185)
Qv kal pevovtwv aoeaAds kEpSog AoV,

Katl pi pevovtwv, i BAan mAnpeotépa

Qv 81 xdpwv 0oL TOUE KAAOUG EKAEKTEOV.

MOALS yap &v TI§ TV pécwv 00Tw TUYOL,

El 0p068p’ dywviCoLto, TOUG KAAOUG KPATELV. (190)
00Tw YwoKew yvouovog ApevdeoTtdtov.

(I, 1, 12, 176-191)

Are not all these things awful, especially for a bishop,

my good friend? Let’s not be so old-fashioned

as to wrongly approve such a situation,

not even if we zealously pursue humility.

The episcopate is not the least of things. Since it should (180)
definitely be reserved for the best ones, I would choose

the very first; if not, at least let him not be the last.

If my opinion should find some acceptance,
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especially now, in this squall of raving tongues,

and enormous cities and congregations, (185)
which, if they can keep firm, are a greater gain,

but, if they don’t persevere, the loss is even greater;

according to it, then, you should be choosing the good,

for a mediocre man could barely manage,

even with serious effort, to equal the good. (190)
Only a most truthful observer can take such a stance.

In this terse passage, Gregory sets forth his historical analysis of the situation of the epis-
copate. The historical approach is revealed by two expressions: at 177, dpyaiwg ¢povely,
“to think in an old-fashioned way”, and at 184, xai viv udAwota, “especially now”. These
words imply a chronological difference between an ancient “before” and a new situ-
ation, requiring new ways of thinking. In context, since this passage follows a tirade
on the lowly background of contemporary bishops (see §5.2.1), the theme is the back-
ground and education of the candidates to the episcopate. In fact, the “old-fashioned”
way is characterised by “humility” (10 xBauaiov), meaning not so much a spiritual or
behavioural feature as a social station. In principle, says Gregory (180-182), the role of
bishop should always be given to the best people (tév apiotwv), because the role itself
is endowed with a certain worth or authority: o0 yap kdkiotov fj éniokomni, expressed
with a sarcastic litotes. However, this principle is especially true in that historical junc-
ture (kal vOv pdAwota): Gregory is saying that in the past, personal holiness was enough
to make a good bishop—in the background lies the example of the apostles—but in his
days culture (paideia) is also paramount and, since culture is very expensive, only “the
best”™—namely, the socioeconomic elites—may make good bishops.

The reason for this change of attitude is encapsulated in the expression {dAn
yAwooayiag (184): this “squall of raving tongues” is a clear allusion to the doctrinal
conflicts so prevalent in fourth-century Christianity. ZdAn, meaning “squall”, is fre-
quently used as a metaphor for sudden and chaotic troubles (Pind. Ol 12, 12). Apart
from this obvious meaning of chaos and troubles, the word may be used for storms
during navigation (Aeschyl. Ag. 656; Sophocl. Ai. 352), so that here it may suggest Grego-
ry’s beloved metaphor of the storm at sea (Lorenz 1979), particularly meaningful when
the poet is talking of political collectives—such as the aotéwv xai cLAAGywv of line
185—Dbecause the metaphor latches on to the classical tradition of the ship of the state.
The word yAwooaXyia is part of a nautical metaphor in its first appearance at Eur. Med.
523-525%. The term is one of Gregory’s keywords for heretical discourse, especially
of the Eunomian persuasion, since skilful Eunomian argumentation lent itself to the
accusation of being empty verbiage®. Therefore, according to Gregory, his time is so

86 AN’ (hoTe vaog keSvOV olakoaTpo@ov / EKpoLaL Aaipoug KpaoméSolg UiiekSpapely / TV 61y aTépapyov,
& yovai, y\wooodyiav. (Eur. Med. 523-525).

87 TNV Katéyovoav TV aipeTik®V yAwaoakyiav (ep. 41, 8); Tig 1} ToocavTn mept TOV Adyov @LloTipia Kal
yAwooadyia; (or. 27, 7, a speech on the proper way to exercise theology, against Eunomius); aitiév oot
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deeply defined by doctrinal conflict that candidates to the episcopate should be chosen
according to their theological proficiency, which essentially means their education®,
The silent premise of this analysis is that the bishops are the main actors of theological
conflicts, since they should be the highest doctrinal authority in their community: if
it weren’t for this premise, Gregory’s argument would lose much of its force, and the
poem itself would be ultimately meaningless.

Poem II, 1, 12 is not the only place where Gregory presents this historical analy-
sis: as Susanna Elm has shown, it is the main theme of or. 6, where he tries to justify
his father’s signature on the Arian creed of Rimini/Constantinople. The argument goes
thus: Gregory the Elder signed the creed through inadvertence, being misled by the
sophistication of the Trinitarian debate and by his lack of specific philosophical com-
petence. This lack of competence is not in itself negative, because it is the vestige of
simpler times, when Christians were less prone to doctrinal divisions and simplicity
was valued above all. However, times have changed, and Christians have become more
divided and contentious, while the debate has got more and more sophisticated. There-
fore, it is necessary that future bishops be professional philosophers, which means
ascetics®. Interestingly, the argument in or: 6 is employed to relativise the importance
of a socioeconomically elite status in the choice of a bishop in favour of renunciation
and paideia. In 11, 1, 12, on the contrary, the argument excludes people of humble status
and stresses the importance of an elite status in the choice of a bishop. The two usages
are contradictory only if one forgets Brown’s analysis of the authority of bishops, which
highlights that sacrifice and renunciation are sources of authority only insofar as one
has something substantial to renounce: poverty as a choice, not as a condition, com-
mands authority®.

It is worth noting that Gregory’s historical analysis, though fascinating, need
not correspond to historical reality; it is his personal interpretation of the ecclesi-
astical situation, and, though we need not doubt Gregory’s sincerity in espousing it,
we should also keep in mind that it serves his rhetorical point—namely, to defend
Gregory the Elder in or. 6 and to criticise his peers at II, 1, 12. Other stances with
regard to doctrinal controversies were possible; in fact, Ephrem’s poems do show a
different historical perspective. This can be easily seen when one reads CN 20, the
poem Ephrem devotes to the bishop’s duties concerning heresy and the defence of
orthodoxy:

yivetal BAacenuiag, xal tiig mepLttiig TavTng yAwooaAyiag kai doepeiag (or: 31, 21, to those denying the
divinity of the Spirit, and note that BAacenuia and doepeia are functionally equivalent to “heresy”);
Tovdaiol okavSaALliéabwaav, ‘EAANveg Slayeddtwoay, aipetikol yAwooaiyeitwaoav (or: 38, 2).

88 Elm 2000a, 85 (on the model of the pagan philosopher and the physician); Elm 2012 demonstrates
how Christian doctrinal disputes presupposed classical paideia and were in fact often disputes internal
to classical culture, albeit in a Christian clothing.

89 Iam broadly summarizing Elm 2000a.

90 Brown 1992, 74-75.
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In the last stanzas of this poem (5 and 7), Ephrem compares and contrasts the behav-
iour of the apostles—in particular, Peter and Paul—with that of heretics, in order to
show how a good bishop should behave. It is clear that Ephrem finds the apostles’
example paramount in the doctrinal struggles and that heresy has not essentially
changed from apostolic times. In fact, the discourse on names he develops in this
stanza comes directly from Paul’s dealings with congregational division in Corinth
and is by no means isolated in Ephrem’s oeuvre; on the contrary, it is a standard theme
of his antiheretical writings®®. Furthermore, Ephrem explicitly declares in stanza 7
that the apostles are in the same condition with the church as the prophets with Israel,
while the heretics are likewise all similar. Nowhere does he suggest that heresy, or
its skilful expression, is a novelty. The typological relationship between prophets
and apostles is prolonged in the bishops, who consequently should be similar to the
former. It is also remarkable that Ephrem’s static vision of heresy is paired with an
approach to contemporary heretics very different from Gregory’s. Faced with doctri-
nal disputes, Gregory advises that when his fellow churchmen choose bishops, they
take into account the candidates’ theological proficiency. On the other hand, Ephrem
prefers deeds over words in a bishop’s magisterium, criticises heretics by saying
that the very premise of approaching God through reason leads to heresy, and asks

91 “The Apostle [$liha] [Paul], her matchmaker [makor-ah], had zeal / that she may not be violated by
names, // not only by fake names, / but not even by the trustworthy ones, // nor Peter’s [b-képa] nor even
his own name; / those that were trustworthy matchmakers [makore sarrire] /| gave her the name of her
Betrothed [mkir-ahl; / the fake ones as adulterers [zépané “a(y)k zannaye] // put their own names on the
flock. / Glory to your name, Our Creator! /// ... Look to the prophets and the apostles [ba-nbr’¢ w-ba-
slthel, / how much they resemble [damen] each other! // 'Twas the name of God the prophets / gave to
God’s people // and ‘twas the name of Christ the apostles / gave to Christ’s church; // even forgers [zépaneé]
resembled [dmaw] each other, / since by their names were called // the churches that whored with them.
/ Blessed is he in whose name we’re sanctified!”

92 1Cor. 1:11-16; 3:3-6. On the argument of names: Griffith 1999.
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bishops—this can be read at CN 21, 23, 8—to stop theological inquiry altogether, com-
paring it to war®,

3.1.3.2 Ephrem’s anti-intellectualism and the munus docendi

Naturally, though they partly disagree on the means, both Gregory and Ephrem believe
that the bishops are first of all actors in doctrinal struggles and that it is the bishop’s
responsibility to deal with these problems. In Ephrem, this is demonstrated by his
employment, in the context of doctrinal struggles (CN 20, 4-5), of the metaphor of
the matchmaker, highlighting the unique position of the bishop before the Christian
community and, hence, his unique responsibility (see §2.2.4.2-3). Since Ephrem was a
deacon and was personally involved in doctrinal struggles®, it is by no means trivial
to understand what behaviour he recommends to the bishop in respect to doctrinal
struggles. Gregory was his own ideal bishop and could claim to write out of personal
concern when he wrote of the responsibilities of the bishop, but one could sense a con-
tradiction between Ephrem’s engagement with doctrinal struggle (and moral discipline)
and his ideas on the role of the bishop. The fact that he likely wrote with the permis-
sion—or even commission—of his bishop is not sufficient to explain this contradiction,
because Ephrem’s poems, even the doctrinal ones, are written with Ephrem’s voice,
not in persona episcopi. This means that his voice had a recognised and legitimate role,
which did not coincide with that of the bishop.

Piecing together various clues already discussed, one can glean the relationship
between the strong role of the deacon and the equally strong imagery associated with
the bishop. First, there is the important role of deacons in the early church, and in
the Syriac church in particular, most of all if they were—as Ephrem most probably
was—associated with the bnay qyama (§1.2.1). Second, there is Ephrem’s plea to the
bishop to delegate part of his responsibilities (§3.1.1.1). Third, Ephrem stresses more
than once that the bishop should teach more through his deeds than with the word. This
is in keeping with Ephrem’s criticism against contemporary theologians, in which he
devalues theological speculations in favour of moral action®®. Finally, there is Ephrem’s
argument concerning the “marks of the true church”, among which apostolic succes-
sion through the bishop is paramount®. All these elements taken together suggest that
Ephrem does not conceive theological rebuttal as an essential part of doctrinal strug-
gles. In his view, it is much more important to keep the community united through
discipline and obedience to the hishop, who is the token of unity by virtue of his apos-

93 “May the kings stop the battling [taktusal, / may priests stop the inquiring [‘ugqabal: // Let dispute
[drasa] and war [ge’rsa] cease!” (CN 21, 23, 7-9). On the terms ‘uqqaba and drasa, Wickes 2015, 48-50.
94 The fundamental passage for this is hymn. haer 56, 10.

95 Ephrem’s stance face the Arian controversy and heresy in general is masterfully analysed by Wickes
2015, 19-52.

96 See in particular Griffith 1999.
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tolic consecration. For this reason, the bishop is the main actor of theological division,
because his personal worth and his pastoral abilities can make the difference between
a united community and a split one. Ephrem sees theological rebuttal and discussion
on the merits of a question as dirty work unworthy of the prelate: being endowed with
apostolic authority, a bishop is unnecessarily lowered to the level of the heretics if he
engages in a technical discussion. Ephrem himself employs the image of “dirtiness” for
such tasks (§3.1.1.1). Naturally, one could not leave such questions utterly unaddressed,
and here the lower and more specialised religious personnel” come in handy, because
the bishop can always delegate one of them—especially if he is as talented and educated
as Ephrem—to further the correct doctrinal agenda. This would not be a long stretch
for a deacon or an ascetic—from his traditional role of secretary of the bishop and of
catechist for new Christians: as secretaries, deacons were probably literate and privy to
the political situation; as catechists, they were delegated with a teaching task. Naturally,
the delegate was still and always beholden to the bishop, who had the ultimate respon-
sibility for the doctrinal state of his community.

Anyway, Ephrem and Gregory, though sharing the idea of the bishop as main guar-
antor of doctrinal unity, have two different ideas about the doctrinal struggles of their
time and the concrete role the bishops have to play in them: Ephrem’s devaluation of
speculative theology is impressive when compared to Gregory’s emphasis on the min-
istry of A6yot and his effort to construe the hishop’s authority as that of a quasi-pro-
fessional philosopher. However, it would be wrong to reduce Ephrem to a unilateral
anti-intellectualism. The fact that he was very wary of theological speculation and its
perils does not exclude the possibility that argument may have its role to play in the
church, even if a limited one—and, after all, one could not explain Ephrem’s sophis-
ticated response to contemporary heresies otherwise. Moreover, his stance does not
exclude other intellectual endeavours outside speculation, nor does he bar any and all
discourse on God. This is even truer in the case of the bishop, who, as has already been
said, was readily seen as a “teacher” (rabba) in the Syriac tradition. Hence, Ephrem
praises Bishop Valgash’s ability as a preacher:

010 Mus Fom awa ~10ia hus Kam s
;MO Mas Kom ~any ~ias Mus oo Lulsa
(CN15,8) % maminm us Fan.a

Since he must defend Valgash in front of the community (§4.2), Ephrem praises him, so
that it is likely that what is said in these texts of Valgash corresponds to Ephrem’s ideal

97 Apart from ascetics as the bnay qyama, who may not have always had educating functions, Ephrem’s
bishops had a number of lower clerics at their disposal, as the discussion at §2.2.1.4 and passages such
as CN 21, 5 demonstrate, even if the poems do not care to represent a clear-cut hierarchy.

98 “He was excellent [nassth] among the preachers [karoze] / and he was learned [spir] among the
lectors [qaroye] /| and he was eloquent [mill] among the sages [hakkime], / he was chaste among his
brethren // and he was venerable among his friends.”
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of a bishop. CN 15, 8 enumerates Valgash’s virtues before he became a bishop; indeed,
he became a bishop because of these qualities—which means that these qualities were
sought after in a bishop. Each virtue is seen in the context of a category in the community.

Asusual in Ephrem, it is difficult to discern whether these categories represent real
institutions or just informal categories. In CN 15, 8, this seems to be the case. Ephrem
mentions the lectors (qaroyé), who were the most important of the “minor orders”. As
regards the preachers (karoze), Ephrem seems to imply an institutional sense when, in
the lines before, he describes how Valgash became one of them: “he became a leader
[resa] already in his youth [ba-zoruital, /| as he was made preacher [‘abdi(h)y karozal
for the people.” (CN 15, 7, 4-5). If one is made a preacher, then one cannot just be a
preacher by way of personal virtue; hence, it is likely that this is an institution. But
if in Ephrem’s community the office of “preacher” is distinct from sacerdotal orders,
then we face again Ephrem’s tendency to remove doctrinal or learned tasks from the
bishop to other figures, especially if these others came from the ranks of the ascetics®.
The words “his brethren” (ah-ti(h)y) and “his friends” (habbib-aw[hy]) in fact must be
understood figuratively as “his equals”, since it is likely that these are other members
of the bnay qyama, as Valgash was (cf. CN 15, 9; §3.2.1). Only the reference to “sages”
(hakkimeé) cannot be easily interpreted as a title.

The poet describes thereby Valgash’s career before his election to the episcopate,
and it is remarkable that his is a career defined by learning, since he had been reader
and preacher. Furthermore, among the virtues ascribed to him, two are “intellectual”
virtues—namely, learning (spir) and eloquence (mlil). Hence, Ephrem could appreciate
a good and learned preacher.

Yet it is difficult to extract from his remarks on the theme the parameters that made
a good preacher for him. A promising passage may be CN 14, 5-6:
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(CN 14, 4, 5-6; 5-6)

99 For this tendency, see: Escolan 1999, 227-265.

100 “Now the last [Valgash] has pierced ears / and put in them the jewel of life [heslat-hayye]. /// Aaron
had stripped the ears / of earrings [gdase], to make a calf, // a dead calf which mysteriously / once cold
killed the encampment, // those who forged his horns / with his horns ripped up. /// Yet our third priest /
pierced the heart’s ears // and put earrings [gdase] forged / from the nails that were fixed // to the Cross

where his Lord was crucified, / thereby saving his fellows.”
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These stanzas are introduced by a remark on Valgash having “put the jewel of life” in
the ears of the people. This metaphor, inspired by Prov. 25:12'% is clarified in stanzas 5
and 6, where Ephrem compares Valgash favourably with Aaron and develops the met-
aphor in a full-fledged typology: Valgash and Aaron correspond because both are char-
acterised mainly as preachers; both use earrings, but Aaron takes them from the people
and uses them to forge the golden calf, whereas Valgash forges them from the nails of
the cross and gives them to the people; the earrings, the nails, and the calf correspond,
because all three pierce, but the calf pierces to kill, whereas the nails of the cross pierce
to save. The choice of this episode is likely prompted by the fact that Aaron is one of
the Old Testament paradigms of the Jewish priest, but the fact that he is adduced as an
example in relation to a bishop is surprisingly similar to his position as paradigmatic
priest/bishop in the Latin tradition as opposed to Greek texts, which privilege Moses
as paradigm for the bishop'®. Anyway, the example of Aaron is ambiguous, because it
can be played in a negative as well as in a positive way'®. The negative foil he offers
to Valgash does not reveal too much of Ephrem’s desiderata for preachers, apart from
the obvious: one should not preach other deities than God and Christ (as was the calf),
whose death and resurrection—symbolised by the nails—is the centre of ecclesiastical
preaching. If we are willing to read many things into the metaphox, the fact that the
bishop’s preaching is compared to earrings may indicate that—as did the calf and the
nails—the bishop’s words should “pierce” his audience—namely, unsettle them, rebuke
them, or hit their weak spots, remaining there, as a nail or an earring, and bringing
adornment—which, in Ephrem’s language, means ascetic discipline (§3.2.1). It is doubt-
ful that a learned discussion of, say, the homoousios would have had this kind of effect
on the congregation at large. The idea that the Christian proclamation should focus
on the cross and that this focus will and should scandalise the audience is prominent
in Paul'®, If Paul’s passages are specifically alluded to by Ephrem’s metaphor of the
nails of the cross, then the whole contrast between Aaron making the calf and Valgash
making earrings can be read as the contrast between a preaching inspired by worldly

101 “As an earring [gdasa] of gold, and an ornament of fine gold, so is a wise [hakkimé] reprover upon
an obedient ear.” (Prov. 25:12).

102 On this difference: Rapp 2005, 131-132, who links it with two different conceptions of the church,
with the Greeks conceiving it as endowed with a secular power, while the Latins perceived the church
as an order different and opposed to the secular one. The difference between a political and a litur-
gical leader is perceived also in the Syriac area, if Murray 2006, 192-193 is right. For Ephrem, even if
sometimes Moses received the priesthood through the imposition of hands and transmitted it to Aaron
(hymn. haer. 22, 19; Nat. 4, 21), normally it is Aaron the first priest (hymn. fid. 8, 8; hymn. eccl 11, 3; CN
53,13;48,1).

103 Ephrem’s prevailing tendency is to spare Aaron from criticism and to see him as a positive charac-
ter: this is demonstrated by his treatment of the Golden Calf in the prose Commentary on Exodus, which
is consistent with all other occurrences in the madrase; see Conway-Jones 2017. This means that the pas-
sage at CN 14 is somewhat unique, as it presents Aaron in a negative light, without redeeming qualities.
104 1Cor. 1:17-25; 2:1-5; 13-15; 1Thess. 1:5.
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eloquence and sophistication and a preaching more in line with the Pauline ideology
of the cross plain and simple, in all its scandal. Yet these reasonings are perhaps too
speculative, and we should not draw too much from these lines.

Even in recognizing the goodness of Valgash’s preaching, Ephrem maintains an
ambiguous attitude to this gift. Indeed, interpreters such as Palmer have even cast
doubts on Ephrem’s sincerity in his praise of Valgash: such a praise was needed to
defend the bishop from accusations of spinelessness, a flaw Ephrem would criticise
in ecclesiastical leaders at Homilies on Faith 6, 195-198'%, Obviously, historiography
stops at the threshold of conscience, and there is no way to prove Palmer’s claim on the
sincerity of our poet. Anyway, it is clear from our texts that Ephrem links learning and
preaching particularly to Valgash, whereas the other bishops are more rarely seen in
their teaching function, and with consistently fewer intellectual connotations. One need
only compare Ephrem’s descriptions of Valgash—
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(CN 14, 3-4; 24)

105 Palmer 1998, 124-125. On the accusations against Valgash, see below §4.2. Homilies on Faith 6, 195—
198 goes like this: “For a relaxed master [rabba rapyal, the disciples / are of no comfort [nyahal: // They
take from him corruption / he takes from them stupefaction”.

106 “The first tilled the earth with toil, / uprooting thence briar and thorns, // the middle enclosed her all
around, / making her a hedge of redeemed, // the last opened the barn of his Master / and sowed in her
the words of her Master /// The first priest by hand of fasting / had closed the gates of the mouths, // the
second priest with the prisoners / had opened the mouth of the purses, // now the last has pierced ears /
and put in them the jewel of life.”

107 “Before the One rewarding the wearied, / she brings the labour [‘aml-eh] of the first; // before the
One loving the bountiful [rahem yahobel, / she brings the alms [zedg-eh] of the middle; // before the One
judging the doctrines [dayen yullpanél, / she brings the debating [dras-eh] of the last.”
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with his description of instances of preaching from other bishops:
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(CN 19, 8, 5-10)

The stanzas taken from CN 14 tend to differentiate between the three first bishops,
giving to each one of them a distinguishing feature. As already seen, Babu’s feature is
material charity, and—as will be delved into later—Jacob’s focus is asceticism; Valgash
stands out for his preaching and teaching. Ephrem does express this feature using
terms which clearly denote intellectual refinement, but they are also morally ambig-
uous for him: at CN 14, 24, where Ephrem imagines Nisibis’s eschatological account
before God, Valgash’s legacy is presented to the deity in her quality of “judge of doc-
trines” (dayen-yullpane), because it consists of “debating” (drasa). The word yullpana
is, by itself, a vox media, capable of assuming both negative and positive connotations;
however, Ephrem uses it in the singular when he is talking of correct doctrine, whereas

108 “The first, at the step of conversion [tulmadal, / adapted his speech [maml-eh] to his stage; // the mid-
dle, at the second step, / to his stage his sermon [turgam-eh] lifted; // the last, at the third step, / magnified
his speech [maml-eh] in accordance. /// The first with all simplicity [ba-psitatal / gave milk [halba] to his
infancy, // the middle with all brevity [b-dallilata] / gave a taste [t‘@mal] to his childhood, // the third with
all perfection [ba-gmiratal / gave food [‘ukla] to his maturity.”

109 “The shepherd, appointed from his herd, / fed it on spiritual meadows [marge ruhanal, // and with
his victorious staff [hutr-eh nassthal / from invisible wolves [débe ksayal] guarded it. // come on, fill the
office of your teacher, / because there’s thirst of the sound of his voice [sawta d- ne‘mat-eh].”

110 “Because you loved the misery / of your master, the inwardly rich [d-rabb-ak ‘attira kasyal, /| May
the fountain of his word [ma‘yan mell-aw(hy)] gush from you, / so that you become the Spirit’s lyre, // and
he sings [tezmar] to you in you his wills. / Blessed is he who made you his treasurer!”
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the plural is found without attributes as an antonomasia for heretical doctrines'''. The
term drasa in the Hymns on Faith, according to Wickes, never has a positive meaning!',
Valgash is therefore characterised by an intellectualism that, while positive in his case,
verges dangerously towards a mistaken approach to religion.

This is consistent with the characterisation of Valgash in CN 14, 15-16, where
Ephrem confronts the teaching ministry of the three bishops, ranging them on a scale
that goes from the simplest preaching of the first bishop, when the community was still
in its first steps, to the magnificent and complete teaching of Valgash, when the com-
munity is finally capable of handling it. CN 14, 16 in particular is interesting. First of all,
Babu’s character, expressed in line 3 with the term b-dallilatG—though in the context it
obviously means that Babu began to teach deeper things (giving “a taste” of what was
to come) but did so only briefly—may also be an allusion to a short tenure as bishop,
giving the historian an important clue on the time frame of the episcopal tenures in
Nisibis in the first half of the fourth century. Another interesting point is that CN 14, 16
is very similar to CN 14, 21:
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Lines 2 and 4 of each stanza are practically identical, line 6 differs only by a word,
meaning “his maturity” (or “perfection”, gmirtit-eh) at stanza 16 and “her youth” (or
“fortitude”, laymiit-ah) at stanza 21. However, the metaphor of food to talk about
instruction, stemming from such scriptural passages as 1Cor. 3:1-2; Hebr. 5:12-14;
1Petr. 2:2, is maintained in both stanzas. The oddly numbered lines maintain the same
adjectives for the three bishops (qadmaya/kahna qadmaya; mes‘aya/kahna mes‘aya;
tiitaya/kahna da-tlata), but change the determination: stanza 16 had a determination of
mode, explaining how the bishops taught (“with simplicity,” “with brevity,” and “with
perfection”), whereas stanza 21 gives the relationship between the community and
each bishop according to the stage of growth the community is in. Jacob’s “begetting”
(viled) means “founding”, Babu’s “explaining” (targem) is a verb used for “preaching a
homily” and here means that Babu gave the first lessons to the community, whereas
Valgash’s “nurturing” (tarsi) indicates his giving solid food. If we are not to conjecture

111 Examples of positive occurrences of yullpana: comm. in diatess. 4, 20; 5, 8; 12; 18; 6, 19; 21; 8, 7; hymn.
parad. 6, 1, 1; hymn. fid. 12, 7, 2; 28, 15, 3 (here as an antonomasia the positive doctrine). Remarkable
the neutral connotation of hymn. fid. 12, 2, in a stanza describing Christ’s judgement of doctrines with
eschatological overtones. Examples of yullpané without attributes meaning “heresies”: comm. in Gen.
1, 6; hymn. fid. 86, 2, 3; 20, 4; 12, 4. It is notable that the Syriac translator of the Acts in the Peshitta has
always rendered Gr. aipeoig with yullpana, something that it is not found in the other books of the NT.
112 Wickes 2015, 49.

113 “The first priest, who begot, / gave milk to her infancy; // the middle priest explained / and gave a
taste to her childhood; // the third priest nurtured / and gave food to her youth.”
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that tarst should be moved to line 3 and targem to line 5, then it will seem that Ephrem
has inverted the usual characterisation of the bishops, with Valgash associated with
material charity (nurturing), while Babu is linked to intellectual enterprises (explain-
ing, interpreting). This is not so, because here the terms are employed figuratively to
describe the spiritual growth of the community: Valgash’s food is teaching (see §2.2.4.4).
On a wider level, stanzas 16 and 21, although similar, are concerned with different
themes: 16 is talking of the doctrinal growth of the community, because it comes after
stanza 15 where the focus is on the bishops’ words (melle); 21, on the other hand, is con-
cerned with the community’s moral growth, as demonstrated by the many references
in stanzas 18-20 to fear, discipline, but also encouragement and joy, delineating a path
from compulsion through freedom.

All in all, this succession is no doubt schematic, but it puts Valgash’s preaching in
context, justifying Ephrem’s emphasis on this aspect of the third bishop: no doubt, all
bishops had preached and taught, but Valgash, from the vantage point of a community
come to full maturity, could develop in all its depth and complexity the ecclesiastical
teaching, making him the preacher among the three first bishops. This characterisation
is reprised in the poems on Abraham, who is called to be a preacher as competent as
Valgash: here, too, even though the successor is called to be similar to the predecessor,
competent preaching remains something particularly linked with Valgash. Indeed, it is
clear from the imagery that the object of Valgash’s legacy to Abraham is preaching. At CN
17,5, 6 and CN 19, 8 this is expressed through consistent reference to auditory phenom-
ena: sawta indicates the very act of perceiving with the ear, and only by derivation does
it mean the “sound” of something; ne‘mat-eh are pleasurable sounds—whether spoken
or sung; the words, mellé, have naturally a sonic dimension, as well as the lyre, kennara,
and the act of singing, zmar. Moreover, at CN 17, 5 the mention of “spiritual meadows”
(margeé ruhana), “his victorious staff” (hutr-eh nasstha), and “invisible wolves” (débé
ksaya) suggests the image of the shepherd, while indicating through the attributes that
the image should be read in reference to divine realities: then the meadows are Scrip-
tures, and the wolves heretics snatching sheep from the flock (Act. 20:28-30), so that
the shepherding must be understood as explaining Scripture, and the staff as polemic
against heresy. The “inner” (kasya, but also “hidden”, “mysterious”, “mystical”) riches of
CN 19, 8, 6 are the “treasure of words” (gazza d-melle) identified with Valgash at CN 17,
11, 8. Since, then, preaching is commended to Abraham only insofar as it expresses the
rightful succession from the great preacher Valgash and not in itself, and granted that
Valgash is more important than Babu, so that preaching is more important than mate-
rial charity, yet competent preaching remains something of a secondary requirement
for a bishop, desirable but not indispensable.

3.1.3.3 Gregory’s didactic program: II, 1, 12, 263-329
In comparison to the limited role that doctrinal teaching and polemic has in
Ephrem’s view, one appreciates better the originality of Gregory’s proposal for the
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episcopate, with its historical diagnosis and his insistence on theological competence
as a fundamental prerequisite for the bishop. The theme is greatly expanded upon
in1l, 1, 12 after the historical diagnosis already commented on: Gregory defends his
view against the objection posed by the example of the apostles, who are normally
represented as ignorant people, and then he goes on to state his proposal more com-
pletely’,

Since the whole section is very long, I will summarise Gregory’s defence and con-
centrate on the positive part. Gregory raises three points to counter the example of the
apostles. The first point is the extraordinary faith demonstrated by the apostles, which
reflected itself in the miracles they worked and in their exceedingly ascetic way of life.
In presence of such a faith, Gregory acknowledges, learning can safely be ignored: spec-
tacular ascesis and wonderworking are more credible tokens of soundness of doctrine
than any carefully crafted argument™, Gregory is not explicit about it, but his tone
and argument imply that no one could claim to resemble the apostles in his day and
age. Moreover, using the apostles to excuse ignorance in the bishops is a logical fallacy:
in the apostles it is not ignorance that is admired and praised, but faith; the fact that
they were also ignorant does not grant that ignorance without faith is admirable!*®,
The second point is that the apostles were ignorant only as regards their upbringing,
but they were actually made wise in order to discharge their ministry, as the depth and
wisdom of their writings demonstrate'?’, Since the apostles were made to participate in
wisdom supernaturally, and notwithstanding their illiterate upbringing, it is clear that
learning and wisdom are good and indeed necessary for the bishops, the heirs of the
apostles. Granted, it was the Spirit who made the apostles wise, and not paideia, but this
means that they were indeed wise and not ignorant, which is a negation of the premise
of the example'®, Third, if the Holy Spirit made the apostles wise and gave them the
faculty of speaking, and if the unclean spirits are mute, as the Gospel of Matthew seems
to imply (Mt. 9:32-33), then the one who advises bishops to be mute is possessed by an
unclean spirit and not by the Spirit of God".

At this point, Gregory introduces his positive proposal. Gregory’s argument employs
all the weapons his classical upbringing and his Christian studies equipped him with in
order to present his view of Christian culture, beginning with the necessity of such a
culture (lines 276-294), continuing with its formal requirements (295-308), and defin-
ing in the end its contents (309-321). The whole passage is enclosed between a preface
of general value (263-275) and a final exhortation (323-329). My analysis is divided

114 The objection of the apostles is treated at II, 1, 12, 192-264, whereas lines 265-329 present
Gregory’s proposal.

115 11, 1, 12, 199-215.

116 11, 1, 12, 216-229.

117 11, 1, 12, 230-244.

118 11, 1, 12, 245-253.

119 11, 1, 12, 254-263.
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into three parts: first, I will consider Gregory’s statements against classical culture;
second, I will problematise his stance, pointing to the many loans from that same clas-
sical culture Gregory criticises. Through this ambiguity, the poet tries to delineate the
peculiar position of Christian culture vis-a-vis pagan paideia. Finally, I will set Gregory’s
proposal in the tradition of ecclesiastical writers to show that his main model is Origen,
although he develops it in an original way.

The preface (263-275), building upon the previous argument, which attributed to
the apostles a form of wisdom (Adyog), introduces a fundamental distinction between
the form (A€€1g) and content (vodc) of knowledge, giving pride of place to content in the
context of Christianity (quiv, 274). This apparently simple argument is, in reality, laden
with tacit implications and allusions to existing debates and commonplaces both inside
the Christian community and in the empire at large:
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(11, 1, 12, 263-275)

But let me say briefly

how things really are, and what is better to think.

They were, yea, they were well learned back then, of course, (265)
but not well learned even in the pleasantries of speech,

because, here’s the thing: our every speech is double,

the words and the meaning; the ones are like the outward

clothing, the other is the body clothed.

Someone has both good, others only one of them, (270)
or finally both are bad, according to nature or nurture.

As regards us, the outside is not a big deal,

nor its conditions, while the inside is really important,

for in the meaning is our salvation,

if it’s uttered and shown. (275)

The use of volg to indicate the meaning of a linguistic expression and of A¢¢1g to indicate
the expression itself, in its linguistic nature, is commonplace in classical literature!?,

120 See Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1180-1181 s.v. voog with the example from Herodotus: 00t0g 8& 6 vO0g
700 pripatog 1o ¢0éAeL Aéyewv (Herodt. 7, 162, 2); Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1038 s.v. Aé€wg with the exam-
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These two words are contrasted often by Plutarch, especially as he praises brachylogy,
the ability to condense much “meaning” (vo¥g) in a few “words” (Aé€eLg). For Galen this
distinction is an important exegetical tool'?!. Gregory is moving inside the categories of
a polemic well known in the Imperial Age among pagan authors—namely, the quarrel
between philosophy and rhetoric. This question had obvious educational ramifications,
because the inclusion or exclusion of rhetoric from the philosopher’s curriculum (and
of philosophy from the rhetor’s) would influence not only the syllabus of texts studied
but also the way in which texts might be studied and in which philosophical knowledge
might be communicated'?%

These educational ramifications are not lost on Gregory, who conceives of the
bishop—among other things—as a teacher (see §2.2.4.4). Apparently, Gregory’s stance
is an ascetic one: content is the only important thing, and as long as it is taught and
communicated, anything goes. Furthermore, he seems even to despise the refinement
of forms, since in line 266 he denies rhetorical prowess (tov eumpenij Adyov) to the apos-
tles, calling them “simple as regards speaking” (evteAelg T To0 Adyov, 285), and in lines
295-308 he calls for the rejection of refined writing:
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ple from Polybius: npocayopevopévoug 8¢ i 0 poBol otpatevew Fawodtovg: iy yap A€ abdtn todto
onuaivel kupiwg (Polyb. 2, 22, 1). In general, A¢€1q seems slightly more specialised than vodg, since this
appears in all genres with this meaning (and has also many other meanings), whereas A¢¢1g, based on
the dictionary entry, seems employed primarily in philosophical and rhetorical treatises.

121 oUtwg 6 Pwkiwvog Adyog mAelotov &v éAayiotn Aé€el vobv elxe. (vit. Phoc. 5, 5, 1); vit. Demosth. 10, 3,
4; garr. 510E, 6; 511B, 4; praec. ger. 803E, 8; in Galen’s exegetical works: Galen. Hippocr. vict. morb. ac. 15,
470, 6 (Kiihn); comm. in Hippocr. nat. hom. 15, 82, 8 (Kithn); comm. in Hippocr. epid. 17b, 160, 8 (Kiihn);
217, 6; 223, 3; difficult. respir. 7, 894, 17 (Kihn).

122 Von Arnim 1889, in particular 112-114. A fine example of this polemic is Synesius’ Dio, as the
dedicatory letter (ep. 154) shows; see also Op de Coul 2012. One can glimpse in Synesius’ allusions a
representation of the conflict similar to that of Gregory with Maximus: on one side, a landowning gen-
tleman who came to philosophy by way of traditional paideia and, though claiming to be more authori-
tative than a simple educated curialis, does not want to completely discard his command of the language
of paideia; on the other, a parvenu claiming divine authority on the basis of a radical lifestyle entailing
the rejection of paideia in the name of parrhesia. The gentlemen (Synesius, Gregory) characterise the
parvenus as rash (Bpaoog being a keyword (see Greg. Naz. II, 1, 12, 766 at §3.1.3.1) and immoderate in
their ascent to God and their tendency to brag about it, whereas petpldtng, the right measure, is the
gentleman’s feature.
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My pot té ZégTou unde Ivppwvog mAéke:

XpUoutnog €ppot, Hakpay 0 ZTayelpiTng.

Mn8¢ MMAATWVOG GTEPYE TRV EVYAWTTIOV. (305)
Pihov T KAAXOG, G T Syuat AnooTpEQn.

"Eu@hocoeel Tii evTeeia ToD Adyou.

Hylv dpéokelg, kv anatdevTwg AaAfg.

(11, 1, 12, 295-308)

Be the style pedestrian, the language coarse, (295)
I won’t mind: I can walk lowly, too.

The frugal meal I oftentimes find dearer

than the one adorned by the hands of the cooks.

For the garment is the same: fair is the beauty

not feigned by hands, but inherent to nature. (300)
Be the meaning noble, and it will be enough.

Sophistication is vain, we leave it to those who like it.

Spare me Sextus and Pyrrho,

goodbye Chrysippus, far be the Stagirite from me,

don’t grow fond even of Plato’s eloquence. (305)
Renounce the ornaments of the doctrines you rejected.

Be philosopher, but with plain words

youw’ll please us even with unrefined talks.

This crucial passage can be divided into three sections: in 295-300, Gregory character-
ises his preferred style through three metaphors; 301-302, two sentences of general
value, are a link to what follows—namely, the rejection of all pagan philosophers in
303-308. The perfect symmetry of this passage is notable: six lines, two lines as bridge,
and then again six lines.

The rejection of pagan philosophers is topical in Gregory’s oeuvre and expresses a
polemical stance towards Greek tradition from inside that tradition more than a real
condemnation. In our case this is demonstrated by two details, two meaningful omis-
sions: Gregory rejects Sextus and Pyrrho (scepticism), Chrysippus (stoicism), Aristotle
(Peripatetics), and Plato (Academy). However, he fails to mention Epicurus for Epicu-
reanism and Diogenes for Cynicism; otherwise his list would be a complete rejection
of Greek philosophy. The omission of Epicurus demonstrates that Gregory’s rejection
comes from inside the tradition: Epicureanism in Gregory’s time was considered as a
petty cover-up for licentiousness in the best case, outright atheism and sedition in the
worst; if the poet wanted to sign an irrevocable sentence and present himself as an
outsider, he would have thrown Epicurus in with the other philosophers, but by omit-
ting him he recognised the philosophical consensus on Epicureanism, which deemed it
fundamentally different from and worse than any other philosophy (thus not needing
to be even mentioned). On the other side, failing to mention Diogenes, a person Gregory
clearly admired'?, leaves the door open for a parallel between Cynicism and Gregory’s

123 Greg. Naz.1, 2, 10, 218-227; Dziech 1925, 104n103; Krueger 1993, 39-42; Moreschini 2012, 114-115.
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idea of philosophy. Indeed, Cynicism not only agrees with Gregory’s teaching program

involving uncouth language and consistency between life and doctrine, but it probably

inspired this very trope of rejecting the dialectical trappings of other schools!?,

The flaw Gregory decries in these philosophers is not wholly clear, because even if
the context and the reference to Plato’s ebyAwttia points to a refusal of literary quali-
ties, one cannot say that Sextus and Pyrrho, Chrysippus and Aristotle were renowned
for their style; rather, they were known for their logical and dialectical skill'>, This
means that, contrarily to our modern expectations, the logical and dialectical method
adopted by philosophers is considered by Gregory more form than content, since it can
be equated to literary style as something added to doctrine!?®: what Gregory refuses is
summarised in the expression 70 koppoév (302), meaning “refinement” and applied to
sophisticated and luxurious things as well as to skilful and ingenious ones. In Gregory,
as well as in the other Cappadocians, it is a buzzword in the anti-Eunomian polemic,
because Eunomius adopted (according to the Cappadocians) a method of theology too
skilful and logical'?’.

124 Moreschini 2012, 111-113. For an analysis of this passage in the context of Gregory’s oeuvre, see
Meier 1989, 105-106. See also §5.1.2.1.

125 On Sextus, Diogenes says: Z£ET0g O ¢umelptkdg, 00 kal Td Séka THV TKENTIKGOV Kal GAAA KAAALoTA
(Diog. L. 9, 12, 116), however it is doubtful that kdAAlota refers to style; Pyrrho left nothing to judge
hist style upon: "EoTt 8¢ kal TOV A0V T GUVAYWYIiG AVTOV TPOTOV GUVISEWY €K TMV ATTOAELYOELTGDV
OLVTAEEWV. AVTOC eV Yap 0 TTuppwv ovdEv anédutev (9, 11, 102); Chrysippus is remembered for his
dialectical skills and his careless style: O0tw & £€miSo&og €v TOlG SLAAEKTIKOTG EyEveTo, (DOTE SOKEWV
T0Ug mAelovg 6L i Tapd Beotg Av [17] StoAekTIK], 00K &v &N /v | 1} Xpuoinmelog. mheovdoag 8¢ Tolg
npaypact v AW oL katwpbwoe. (7, 7, 180). Aristotle is problematic, because of the difference in
style between his exoteric works (see Cicero’s flumen orationis aureum fundens Aristoteles in ac. 2, 38,
119) and his esoteric ones, considered obscure (TOAD pév €v 6o@oiatl KoUK avwvupov To Iept Epueveiag
700 ApLaTtoTtéAoug BLBALoV Tiig T TUKVATNTOG Eveka TGOV €V adTOL TapadiSouévwy Bewpnuatwv Kal Tiig
nepl TV AEEWY SuakoAiag, Ammon. Philos. in Aristot. int. 3r). Gregory knew probably Aristotle from his
esoteric writings on logic and rhetoric (Norris 1997, 26-39), hence not as a stylist but as an accurate
dialectician. Gregory explicitly recognises the different grounds on which these philosophers are re-
jected in a passage parallel to this: Tag ITUppwvog évatdael, 1y £pEEeLg, i avTiBéaeLg, kal iv Xpuatnmov
GLAAOYLOUGV TAG SLAAVGELS, 1} TV APLETOTEAOUG TEXVOVY TNV KakoTeyviay, | Tiig IIAATwVog eDYAWTTIAG TA
yontevuata (or: 32, 13, 25), where Pyrrho, Chrysippus and Aristotle are characterised by their dialectical
devices, whereas Plato is endowed with a more irrational kind of persuasion (yontevpara), linked to his
beautiful style.

126 Itis likely that rhetoric and logic were not so sharply distinct in late antique school curricula as we
may think: Norris 1997, 19-25. In another passage, criticizing the Arian George of Cappadocia but in
reality aiming at contemporary neo-Arians such as Eunomius, Gregory links again criticism of rhetorical
devices, in the form of a reprise of Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ critique of Asianism, with criticism of
dialectic, as he recalls the names of Pyrrho and Sextus: or: 21, 12-13; MacDougall 2017.

127 E.g.: Gregory’s theological orations begin with the sentence IIpog ToUg €v A6yw Kouypovg 6 Adyog
(or. 27, 1, 1); olg kai TodTO PéPOG TPLETiC, 1} mepl Tadta épeoyeria kal kopyeia TOV avTiBEoewv. (3);
70 Gobeveg To0 Adyou ol puotnplov aivetar kal obTw kévwaolg To00 otavpod 0 T0D AGYoL KOPPov
avadeikvutal, wg kai MavAw Sokel. (or. 29, 10, 21); olTw yap &v mbavn Te Kal EVTAPASEKTOG 1) ATTaTn
701¢ AKOVOLOL YEVOLTO, KATEYAWTTIOUEVN Kal TTepVOLoUEVN Talg TolavTalg To0 Adyov koppeialg (Greg.
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In the lines devoted to Gregory’s positive description of the style he prefers, there
are three main points to note. First, the three images the poet employs (295-300): lan-
guage should walk lowly (instead of ride high on a horse)'?, it should be like a simple
meal, as opposed to refined dishes made by professional cooks, and it should be like a
simple piece of clothing, letting natural beauty transpire without adding anything to it.
The two latter images, cooking and fine clothing, allude to the foundational passage of
the quarrel between rhetoric and philosophy—namely, Socrates’s critique of rhetoric
and sophistry in Gorgias 465B'%.

This leads us to the second remarkable point, the concept, expressed at 299-300, of
discourse as having an intrinsic and natural beauty, provided by its contents, and also
having a form of artificial beauty, covering the natural one from the outside as a clothing
covers the body: the same concept—already present in Plato’s passage—is developed by
Themistius in his comparison of philosophy and rhetoric, in which he aimed at concil-
iating the two'. In this case, Gregory is more like Plato, in that he discards rhetoric.

Furthermore, these points share, in Gregory’s formulation, also a moral undertone, so
that the three images are formulated as ascetic renunciations of worldly goods'*!. Although
owning a horse and using it as transport was clearly much more expensive than walking,

Nyss. ¢. Eunom. 1, 1, 19); 6 6¢ toU¢ 60@Lotag StafdrAwy Kat tf) aAnbela kaBomAilwv TV Adyov Kal Tihv
NUETEPWY TANUUEANUATWY KATNYOP&V 0VK EpLOPLE €V TOTG TTePL TOV SOYUATWY AGYOLS 8L GOPLOUATWY
AOTEICOUEVOG KAl HLUOVUEVOG TOVG €V TOTG CUUTTOG(O0LG LA KOUYEVUATWY TIVHY EPEAKOUEVOUG TOV YEAWTA
(608); Tatg yap Koppeialg TMV coQLoHATwy 0 PB0poToldY §Gyua olov Tt uEALTL KaTaypwoavtes (2, 1,
58). It is remarkable that, except for two Euripidean occurrences, the word is typical of Old Comedy (see
Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 977, s.v. Kouog).

128 The verb neCevw is almost always employed in contrast with mAéw, not to horse-riding, and almost
never figuratively for language: Gregory’s use is innovative but warranted by the adjective ned¢, which
refers to infantry as opposed to cavalry and is often used for language, whether prose as opposed to po-
etry or in general for an unpretentious language. For Gregory is particularly important the Callimachean
avTap eyw Movcéwv meCov EmeLuL vouoy, Ait. 4, 112, 9. A similar usage is found at Greg. Nyss. c¢. Eunom.
3,7,15: Tl tadta, EOvOuLe; kal oL medevelg katd ToUg iSLwTag uas Kal KATaAUT®Y TG TEXVIKAS TEPLOSOUG
£mTL TNV GAoyov ouykatdBeoty Kal avTog KAaTaPevyelg 6 ToAAA Tolg Gvev Aoykiig évipexelag Emtyelpolot
0 ypdeewv émovelSicag. AypolkooTopéw is a Gregorian hapax (for daypowkia in Gregory see §4.1.2.1).
129 Tij puév o0V latpikij, Homep Aéyw, 1} OYOTIOUKI KOAAKE{ DTTOKELTAL: Tj §& YUUVAOTIK] KATA TOV aUTOV
Tpomov ToUToV 1] KOUUWTIKY, KakoTpydg Te kal aratnAn kal ayevvig kal avelevBepog, oyjuacty kat
Xpwuaoty Kai Aeldtntt kat €cbfoy anat®oa, MoTe TOLEY AAAGTPLOY KAANOG E@eAKOUEVOLG TOD oikelov
700 81a Tii¢ yvuvaoTikiig aueAelv (Plat. Gorg. 465B).

130 dAAdTpLOV KAANOG Eperkopévoug ToD oikelov (Plat. Gorg. 465B); mAdkauot Te oUte dpetol uebievtat
mAavicBal 00Te €K TOKIALAG KOUUWTIKITG avamAékovTal, AN HEaov Tva €ovat Koapov ata&iag Te Kat
TPLOTG. PLAOCOGia Yap TO KATA UGV KAANOG GpaaTov €xovaa Tdv O TL Ttep €meloakTov ATIHAleL Kal
oV mpoacietal. oUKoTV 008E LTTOYPAPEL TA OUHATA 0VSE TEYVNTOV EPeVBOG ATH] TG TAPELAG XPWVVUOLY ...
‘PnTopikn §E&—mAvTwg yap mov Kal TavTng TV eikova mobelte—yevvaia pév Tig kal adtn Kal TayKaAn,
atap ov Tf) pvoeL oVov dpkeltal, ToAAAKLG 8¢ B€AeL Kal TOTG EEwhev kKaAwmileoBal. kal avTRG TOAVG pev
kal mokiAog kdopog 10 o@ua okénel (Themist. or: 24, 303b-304a). In the same tradition, Aelius Aristides’
defence of rhetoric from Plato’s Gorgias: Dittadi 2017.

131 The moral undertone may have been present already in Plato: Reames 2016.
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there is scant reference to walking as an ascetic choice. Socrates and some Cynics are rep-
resented as walking barefoot'®, but the emphasis is on bare feet, not on the act of walking,
while Cato the Younger and Jesus are often portrayed walking'*®, In Syriac, a whole poem,
dedicated to the hermit Julian Saba (ful. Saba 11), praises him for the humility he displayed
by renouncing every means of transport other than feet. The expression Autr) tpdmela (297)
is found in the plural in the gnomic poem of Pseudo-Phocylides (Attaiot tpamédalg, 82),
which, considering Gregory’s fondness for gnomic poetry, is his likely source. However, in
Pseudo-Phocylides the context is hospitality, whereas here Gregory alludes to ascetic sobri-
ety, a feature of philosophers ever since Aristophanes’s Clouds (Ut aplotiv €mBupelc,
/ otvou T dméxet Kal yvuvaciwv kal tdv dAwv dvoitwy, 416-417), which Gregory often
expresses with the Cynic keyword pdla accompanied by adjectives meaning “scarce”,
“small” (ukpd, otevi}, 0Alyn)™*%. Among the occurrences, II, 1, 12, 74 and II, 1, 41, 45-46
are notable, because in the first passage the expression refers to Gregory’s model ascetic,
whereas in the second passage it is applied to the Cynic Maximus (see below, §3.2.2.1). As
regards clothing, Socrates proverbially used only one cloak for all seasons, the so-called
Tp{Bwv, which became part of the philosopher’s traditional attire (§3.1.1.3).

Other clues to a moral interpretation of language come from the already mentioned
reference to Plato’s Gorgias: the counterparts of cookery and cosmetics being medicine
and gymnastics, the ideal bishop is indirectly characterised as physician and athlete.
The first is traditionally associated with pastoral guidance (see §2.2.4.7); the second
with asceticism and the martyrs. Furthermore, the role of @Uolg in determining what
is authentically beautiful resembles analogous stances in the moral sphere on the part
of Cynics and Stoics, in particular the concept of “life according to nature”'*, Finally,
the idea of language (or the lack thereof) as an ascetic instrument resonates with other
passages of Gregory’s poetry',

Gregory’s stance in the quarrel between philosophy and rhetoric would seem straight-
forward: philosophy—in this case, orthodox Christian doctrine—is the main concern,
trampling everything else, to the point that a polished form is not merely indifferent but
bears negative connotations, as the linguistic correspondent of a life without authenticity
and full of unnecessary pleasures and commodities. Here, I come to the second point of
the analysis, problematisation: it is true that some formulations (the reference to the apos-
tles, 265-266; true beauty in the contents and not in the form, 299-300; the refusal of the

132 Zanker 1995, 33, 130.

133 Kal S1emdveL TO 0®uUa yuuvaasiolg évepyots, E01OUEVOC avEXeaHaL Kal KaUUATA KAl VIQETOV AKAAVTITW
KeQOAR, kal Badifew &v talg 6801 mioav Gpav dtep oYRUaATog. TV 8¢ IAwv oi cuvekSnUoTVTES inToLg
EYpOVTO, Kal MOAAAKLG €KAOTW TapERarrey 6 KAtwv év pépel TPOOSLAAEYOUEVOC, TEPLTATROV AVTOG
OXOULUEVWY ... TOAAGKLG & avumtodnTog Kal ayitwy eig T0 Snudatov mponel (Plut. vit. Cat. min. 5, 6-7; 6, 3);
68oumop®v, kal meCevwv Sinvek®g (PsBasil. const. asc. 4, 6).

134 Dziech 1925, 105-106 with n. 199; Meier 1989, 83-84.

135 Adamson 2015, 14-15, 77.

136 See §1.3.2 and the theme of silence explained by Storin 2011.
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philosophers, 302-308) seem to imply a complete rejection of polished forms, but many
others are, rather, excusing the lack of polished forms for the sake of orthodox content
(indifference to form, 272-273; “we don’t look for anything more”, 284-285; uneducated
language as just a possibility, 295-298). Most of all, the passage at 276—283 implies through
its images that a formally good exposition is better than a mediocre one (see §1.3.1):

TInyiig Tt képSog €aTlv Eumeppaypévng;

TU 8 HALKRG AKTIVOG, v KPUTITEL VEPOG;

Tolo0Tév €0TL VODG G0YOG GLYDUEVOG,

0lov p68ov T0 KAANOG, £l KAAVE OKETTEL

OUk eVvTtpenig T0 TepTVOV Ekpaivel &, dtav (280)
Abpatg payeioa Tov tdkov Oeatpion.

Ei & v el T0 KAALOG E0KETTACUEVOVY,

0U8’ &v T1g RPOS AV YdpLg ToD Tipiov.

(I, 1,12, 276-283)

Which profit from a sealed spring,

from a ray of sun concealed by clouds?

Such is a wise thought unspoken,

like the beauty of a rose that an ugly cup

covers; the beauty appears when, (280)
burst open by the wind, the cup pushes its offspring onstage;

but if the beauty were to remain always covered,

there would be no delight in much-revered spring.

Furthermore, Gregory steadily changes the connotation of the terms he uses as stylistic
descriptors. For example, the term eVmpemnrg travels from a negative connotation at
276, where it describes the affectation of Greek style, which in general was refused by
the apostles, to a positive connotation in the image of the rosebud (279-280) and of the
clothing (299). Conversely, kdAAog, “beauty”, is positive in the analogy of the rosebud
(279) and in that of clothing (299) but is then rejected when it refers to pagan philos-
ophers (306). This ambiguity might be explained with two orders of considerations.
On a more concrete level, Gregory has to steer a middle course between two models
of bishop, which he could not hope to incarnate as successfully as his contenders to
the throne of Constantinople—namely, Maximus and Nectarius: he could not sport the
spectacular renunciations of the Cynic, nor could he present himself as the man of tra-
ditional paideia, of the niceties of elite society, as was the former praetor urbanus. He
had to present a model that cut right through the middle. This model, on a more ele-
vated level of reflection, could also stand as a response to Julian’s attack on Christianity:
here, Gregory would have wanted to present Christianity as the culmination of the tra-
dition of paideia, but at the same time preserve its outsider status as an “alien wisdom”,
allowed to harshly criticise pagan culture. The difficulty of expressing this middle stance
of Christian culture lies, among other aspects, in the circumstance that Gregory has no
single keywords like the Greek matSeia and the various marks of style to define such
culture, so that the poet is compelled to employ traditional words and shift continually
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between their traditional and their new Christian sense, negating and affirming them
in different passages. Nowhere is this process clearer than when Gregory defends the
apostles against the accusation of being dnaidevtot (230) and describes his adversary
with this epithet (262), but then, having rejected the philosophers, allows for teaching
amatdevtwe (308). Gregory is trying to cut, inside the Greek language, the space to talk
of a distinctively Christian culture'®’, Yet to understand the nature of such a culture, we
have to examine the content of the teaching proposed by Gregory.

In the context of Christian discourse, the distinction between A¢é€1¢ and voi¢ evoked
by Gregory at the beginning of this passage (268) belongs to the realm of biblical exege-
sis and expresses the difference between the literal meaning of Scripture and its alle-
gorical or typological interpretation. The fundamental line is the yvoun: €v v@ yap yap
€0TWYV UV I} owTepla (274), to which a parallel is found in the poem On His Verses (11, 1,
39, 51): el xal T0 KGAAog Uy év Bewpla. If we add the term employed at II, 1, 12, 286, we
have Gregory’s lexicon as regards the form/content antithesis: form is expressed with
AéELc, content as voUc, Bewpia or Eueactg®. Aé€ic is normally used to signify a text,
especially in its material form and contingent formulation as opposed to the meaning it
expresses, and hence it is the term used by Alexandrine tradition to indicate the “letter”
as opposed to the allegory, which in the same tradition is frequently called vot¢'*. On
the contrary, the Antiochene tradition prefers to use the term 8ewpia and to differenti-
ate it sharply from Alexandrine allegory'®. However, as explained by Lampe 1961, 649,

137 Gregory’s project in these lines echoes many characters of similar educational projects, especially
from church writers, examined by Stenger 2022: the priority given by Gregory to content over style, and
his very description of literary style in terms of life style reflect the prevalent interest on the personality
and life forming aspects of education rather than the technical ones in late antiquity; in view of this
interest, educational projects were frequently presented in the form of biographies or autobiographies,
such as is the case here with Gregory (Stenger 2022, 95-98, 185-187). Moreover, Gregory’s critical rela-
tionship with the classics and his attempt to delineate a specifically Christian form of education echo the
widespread conscience of late antique authors to be indeed “late” and removed from the classics, as well
as the tendency to see education as defining group identities (Stenger 2022, 53-56, 282-284).

138 It is remarkable that one of Gregory’s pupils, Jerome, expressed a similar distinction of sensus and
verba in the context of his translation theory, focalizing on sensus to the detriment of verba (see his ep.
57), even though in his case Cicero’s influence is also prominent.

139 Lampe 1961, 797, s.v. A€€Lg; 927, s.v. voUc; el un €xol volv Tva KEKPLPUEVOV Kal ETL UV Aoa®i
1| mpokelévn AEELS (Orig. in Joh. comm. 5, 1, 1); ‘Ocov yap €nt Tf] Aégel §Vo onuaivetal ¢k T00 «vié
uov, @uAagat tol motfjoat BLBAla TOAAG»" €v pev OTL . . . Etepov 8¢ dTL . . . (Orig. in Joh. comm. 5, 2, 1);
Sudvtwv NUGV €x g mpoyelpov Aégewg Eml TOV €€ avtiic Bewpovuevov volv (Eus. Against Marcellus
1, 3, 15, but note the use of the verb Bewpeiabal); ovy lotatal £mi Tiig Aé€ewg TV 8¢ TOV Aeyouévwv
Siavolav moAvmpaypovel (Eus. Ecclesiastical theology 2, 10, 2); Tov voGv pévov, o0 Tiv A€Ew, TapLotiv
énayyéMetal (Clem. Alex. strom. 7, 1, 1); 00 T0 onpawdpevov @’ avt®v okomolvteg, AAN avTii YIAf
amoypwuevol tij Aéget (Clem. Alex. strom. 7, 16, 96).

140 Vv aywynv kal Ty Bewpiav Ty VPNAOTEPAY OUK ATOKWAVGOUEY ... EKEVO 8¢ LOVOV Xpr QUAdTTEGBAL
un mote avatpont) Tod VrokeLpévou 1 Bewpla 06T dmep ovKETL dv eln Bewpla GAAG dAANyopia (Diodore
of Tarsus Proemium in Psalmos 88); dA\\o 10 ékBldcacbat eig dAAnyopiav kat iotopiav, dAAo 8¢ kal TV
loTopiav @uAd€al kal Bewpiav émwvoijoat (Severian. Gabal. mund. creat. 4, 2).
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s.v. Bewpla, the term is employed indifferently as a synonym of aAAnyopia by Alexan-
drians and Cappadocians. The term &ueaotg is consistently used by Gregory of Nyssa to
indicate the “meaning” of divine names or the spiritual interpretation of Scripture, and
with the same meaning it is employed here by Gregory of Nazianzus!*.

The usage of such terms suggests that Gregory is not just discussing doctrine in an
abstract manner, nor does he intend primarily preaching, but above all writing and
exegesis in particular: this is confirmed by one of the arguments proving the apos-
tles’ wisdom, earlier in II, 1, 12 (230-237)—namely, the fact that their writings are still
studied to Gregory’s day by the finest minds of his generation; that this is Gregory’s
intention is confirmed also by his remark later in this passage (284-294) on the utility
of written works (yeypaupévot Adyol, 288):

008¢ev mAéov {ntolpev g 00TW AQAETV

Qg ol SokoDaoLv eVTEAETG T TOD AGYOU. (285)
Ei 8 o0, mapiotn TG ékeivwy £uedoets.

AVYR¢ T06® TL Kal U€POG TG 6fjG AaPEWy.

Ei pév yap o08év elawv ol yeypappévol

AdyoL, T0600TOV RS EMalOUNV xpovov

"H n@g OaAdoong Yaupov ipibuovy pdtnv (290)
NUKTAG CUVATITWVY NUEPALS £V TOTG TOVOLG,

Qg G T1g Aol gig ye putiSag Adyog;

Ei 8 elolv Gomep eioly, €0 yeypaupévol,

M) 8®¢ apdyvalg T@v Sikaiwv Tovg TéVoug.

(11, 1, 12, 284-294)

We don’t look for anything more than speaking

like those who seem simple as regards speaking. (285)
At least, may their meanings be present.

Ilong to perceive if only a part of your splendour.

For if written doctrines are of no value,

why did I jest such a long time,

or rather: why did I count vainly the sands of the sea, (290)
in toils weaving nights with the days,

in order to have, if only with wrinkles, a bit of learning?

But if they are—as they are—well written,

then leave not to the cobwebs the labours of the just.

This passage gives us a glimpse of the kind of knowledge Gregory is defending—before
he presents its contents: it must be something rooted in Scripture and taking advan-
tage of previous works of exegesis (“the labours of the just”, TGV Sikaiwv ToUG TOVOUG,
294). Incidentally, he presents himself as an experienced practitioner of such knowledge
(289-292). The term mévog recurring in these lines is a keyword of Christian asceticism,
because it defines not only ascetic exercises but specifically a learned asceticism, in

141 Lampe 1961, 456, s.v. £poactg.
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which studying has a spiritual and moral function' The final lines of the discussion
(323-329) contain a peroratio calling Gregory’s fictive listener, who must be conceived as
a bishop, to teach something if he has anything to teach, and otherwise to remain silent:

[I&¢ pel T mdvta, edoke pot, ol § totatat.

Ei ool Tt ToOTWV €Tpavwdn Mvevpatt —

To oOumav eite Kal uéowg T’ Ev8e®g,

‘0Ooov kexwpny’ N KABapaoig ofig pevogs —, (325)
M ue otepriong et 8& Tavtn TVEAVG €l

Ti xelpaywyeis piy PAETWY; "Q 100 okOTOLG

T&V pn BAEMOVTL X pwUévev S18aokdAw,

Qg eig BdBpov Méowaty ayvoiag dua!

(1L, 1, 12, 323-329)

Tell me, prithee, how everything goes, and where it stands,

if the Spirit has revealed some of these things to you,

or every thing, whether only a little or even poorly,

inasmuch as the purity of your mind was capable. (325)
Rob me not of these! But if you are totally blind,

then why do you blindly lead? Alas, the dimness

of those who trust a blind guide,

how shall they fall together in the pit of their ignorance!

Through this peroratio, Gregory gives away his conception of the role of the teacher
and of the nature of knowledge in this new Christian culture!*®. Knowledge, he says,
is bestowed by the Spirit (323); hence, it is divine in origin. The role of the teacher is
to be the vessel of such knowledge and to transmit it. However, the movement is not
only top-down, because different people may be more or less receptive to this knowl-
edge, depending on their inner purification. The terms used by Gregory are particularly
interesting: the capacity for reception is expressed by the verb ywpéw, “to contain”,

142 Lampe 1961, 1121, s.v. movog; 1480, s.v. IAGTIOVOG.

143 Beginning with the expression pel Ta mavta, one could construe this passage as alluding to Greek
natural philosophy: apart from the reference to Heraclitus’ flow-theory, Gregory asks the much-debated
question of why and where the world stands still in space (o0 & {otatay), discussed by Anaximander
and Anaximenes (Anaximander frg. 26 D.-K.; Anaximenes frg. 6-7 D.-K.) and ends the peroratio with the
fall into a pit, which may remind of the anecdote of Thales falling into a well (Gvw BAénovta, meadvta eig
opéap, Plat. Theaet. 174A). Vaguer still, the expression atepriong (326) may remind of Aristotle’s princi-
ple of atépnalg (Aristot. phys. 189b 30-191a 22) and kdBapatg the second poem by Empedocles (Diog. L.
8, 77). However, I do not think these links important for the text: the expression 1&g pel T mavta may
well derive from doxological literature on physics, but then mod §’iotarat can be explained simply as
the contrary to the former expression, as a way to complete Gregory’s questions. The other allusions are
too vague to be relied upon, and the falling into a pit is best explained by Mt. 15:14 and Lc. 6:39, which
are also verbally nearer to Gregory’s text than, e.g., Plato’s account of Thales, whose meaning, with the
falling caused by the act of looking above, would contradict Gregory’s very argument here.
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while the central element of reception is ka®apatg, “purity” or “purification”*. These
two lexical elements are typical of Origen’s theory of knowledge and revelation: for
Origen, revelation is a dialogical process; it progresses in time and engages two people,
Christ the Logos and the rational creature. The Logos reveals himself to the creature in
the form most apt to the creature’s progress, while the creature, purifying (kdfapoig)
itself through the different revelations, increases her capacity (ywpew) for new knowl-
edge. Therefore, Christ may appear different to different people, depending on their
spiritual progress'®, This theory of knowledge, adopted by Gregory, gives a theological
foundation to his contention that the Christian teacher should be an ascetic, since it is
through asceticism that one purifies oneself for knowledge.

Gregory’s emphasis on Scripture and previous exegetical works, together with
his allusion to Origen’s theory of knowledge, clarifies the real-life model for Gregory’s
teacher: Origen. The Christian culture Gregory is proposing follows Origen’s lead and
has the same two pillars as Origen’s: Scripture and asceticism. Gregory’s Origenism is
confirmed by the contents of such a teaching, laid out in lines 309-322:

144 "Ocov keywpny’ M kaBapalg ofig Ppevdg (325). eprv, at the singular and in the sense of “mind”, can
be considered a poetic word. If we admit that @prjv is a poetic substitution for kap8ia, there may be an
allusion to the fifth beatitude (Mt. 5:8).

145 Ot yodv mpooijtat kal 8t 10 kabap®g PePlwkévat To Oelov mvedua ywproavteg (Orig. ¢. Cels. 7, 18);
Adyov yap mpobmdpéat Tov kabaipovta v Yuyniv év Tij Yuxf 8t tva katd todtov kal Ty A’ avtod
kaBapaoy, maong meptatpedeiong vekpoTnTog Kal dobeveiag, 1) akpatevig {wh yyévntal mapd Tavtl T
700 Adyou ka®’ 6 Bedg Ty adTOV ToU|oavTL XwpNTKOV (in Joh. comm. 2, 18, 129); A Tolito ot ywvépevol
&V aut® ént @ Aovoacbat, TOV OvelSlouov anotiBevral thg Atyvmrov, Kal émtndeldtepol mpog TO
avadappavesbat yivovtay, kat ano tiig plapwtdtng Aémpag kabapifovral, kal Sutaclacpuov ywpodowy
YAPLOUATWY, Kal ETOLWoL TPOg Tvevpatog ayiov mapadoxnv yivovtat, dAA ToTaue oUK EQUITAREVNG THiG
TIVELUATIKAG TIEPLOTEPTS. (6, 48, 250); IIpo yap TOVTWY TAV 0IKOVOULBV GTe UNSEmw kekabappévol ovK
EYPOLY ayyéAwv map’ avtols Emsnuiav (57, 293); 00K &v xwpig 10D AVBP®ITOU XWPNCAVTWY HUGY THY ATT0
700 A0you weéAeLav, pévovtog 6110Tog AV THY Gpyiy TPog TV atépa Bedv, Kai i avaAaBovTog Gvopwitov,
TOV TAVTWV TPGOTOV Kl TEVTWY TLHLWTEPOV Kal VTV PEAAOY KaBapwTepov avTov ywpiioat Suvduevov.
(10, 6, 26); u6vog yap kal mdg 6 vupapevog Toug mddag and 1ol Tnood 68evet ThHv 680V Tav TV TV {Boav
Kal @€povoay TTpOg TOV TATEPX, Kal 00 YWwPET 1] 6806 aliTn ToSag HeEUOAVOUEVOLG Kal TOVG £TL W) KaBapovs.
(32, 7, 81); on the interpretation of Scripture: kal téya Sttt To070 ai €nt kabaplopd T6v Tovdaiwy VEpiat
keloBal Aeyopevat, Og év Td katd Twdvvny ebayyeAin avéyvupey, ‘wpoloy ava petpntag 8vo i Tpelg™
aiviaoopévou ol Adyou Tepl TV Tap ¢ AmooToAy ‘v kpunT® Toudaiwy’, G dpa odToL KabapifovTat
81 10D Adyov TGV ypapdv, 6mov pev ‘6Vo UeTPNTAS, TOV IV’ 00TwE eltw PuyIkov Kal TOV TVELUATIKOV
AGYOV, YwpoOvtwy, 6mov 8¢ ‘Tpelg, émel Twveg €xouat TPOG TOIG TPOELPNUEVOLS KAl TO CWUATIKOV
oikoSopijoat Suvduevov (princ. 4, 2, 5; it is the first excerpt in the Philocalia Origenis attributed to Gregory
and Basil); yévolto 8 avevpedijval kapdiav émndeiav kal Sta TV kabapotnta Ywpolboav T ypduyata
i sagnveiag Tev apaBoAdv (in Mt. comm. 14, 12); npog tolito 82 elnev avtoig 6 cwip, SI8AcKWY HudGg
S®pov elvat 0 §180pevov antd Be0D THY TavVTEAR] KaBAPELOLY, Kai 00 HOVOV AOKNTEL TTaPAYVOUEVOV AAAL
PET UXGV TOMGY U0 0200 §180pEVOV, TO 0V TAVTEG XWPOTGL TOV Adyov, GAX olg 8éSotal (25).
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AtSa&ov nudc, wg BéNeLS, Sidaoxe 8¢

Tig 1y Tptag pot, mhg évitetal Oeog (310)
Kal tépvet adbig, &v 6épag, puoig pia,

Movag Tpuég te, ayyéAwy 8¢ tig pvaolg

Koapov te 810600 kal mpovoiag évdikov

(Kav moAAG pn Sixata toig mAetoTolg Soki)

PUYAG TE COUATOG TE TIG AGYOG, VOUWV (315)
IIpWTOL T€ SEVTEPOL TE' GAPKWOLG 8E Tig

Tod xal vont®v mAEloToV €€e0TNKOTOG

Katl t6v aviowv pigLg eig s6&av piav,

NEkpwalg eig Eyepaty, 00PAVOV TAALY,

Avdotaolg 8¢ kal kpiolg tivog Adyou, (320)
"H tig Sikatotg, Tig & auapTwAoig iog.

(1L, 1, 12, 309-321)

Teach us as you prefer, but teach,

who is Trinity for me, how God is One (310)
and still distinct, one worship, one nature,

monad and triad; which is the nature of angels,

the duplicity of the world, the justice of Providence

in spite of many injustices apparent to the majority

and which is the relationship between soul and body (315)
and the first and second laws and what is incarnation,

which exceeds by far any other object of knowledge,

and the mixture of two natures in one glory,

mortification resulting in awaking and heaven again,

and what is the sense of resurrection and judgement, (320)
which the life of the just, which of the wicked.

This list is a systematic presentation of the Christian faith, containing almost all of its
basic tenets and then more: indeed, when the list is compared with the Nicene and Con-
stantinopolitan Creeds, some differences stand out. First, the creeds do not treat sepa-
rately Jesus’s earthly life and God the Son as a part of the Trinity; they also link the resur-
rection and last judgement to Jesus’s life (épyouevov kplvat {@vtag kat vekpovg). Second,
in the Constantinopolitan Creed the relationship between Old and New Testaments is
only alluded to in relation to Jesus’s resurrection (avaostavta tfj tpltn uUépa Katd TaGg
ypaedc) and the role of the Spirit (16 AaAfjoav St TV mpoent®Vv). Third, the Constanti-
nopolitan Creed has an ecclesiological clause (Eig piav, &ylav, kaBoAKiv Kal AmooToAKV
"ExxAnoiav) and a sacramental one (6poAoyodpev &v Bantiopa eig dpeaty auaptiav), both
items completely lacking from Gregory’s list. Fourth, Gregory’s list contains many items
left unaddressed by the creeds, such as the angels, the nature of the world, theodicy and
providence, and anthropology. Therefore, this list cannot be linked to the creeds.
Gregory offers a systematic presentation of the Christian tenetsin another instance—
namely, the Poemata arcana (I, 1, 1-5; 7-9). These present an account of the faith very
similar to our list: the Persons of the Trinity are examined in their relationship (I, 1, 1-3);
then follows the world (I, 1, 4) and providence (I, 1, 5), the rational creatures, mainly the
angels (I, 1, 7), the soul—namely, a rational creature in a body, man (I, 1, 8)—and finally
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the relationship between the two Testaments and Jesus’s incarnation (I, 1, 9). The list is
almost complete; only a comprehensive and autonomous treatment of the novissima is
lacking. This means that, as usual, Gregory is implying that he is the best example of the
kind of teaching he is proposing. However, it still leaves open the question of whether he
was the first to organise Christian dogma in this way or if he has a source.

The answer is found, of course, in Origen. Although the prospect of faith presented
at the beginning of the De principiis does not correspond with Gregory’s list, the order of
the subjects in the body of the treatise—at least in the form witnessed by Rufinus’s trans-
lation—corresponds so perfectly that one could employ Gregory’s lines as the index for
Origen’s work. In his praefatio, Origen distinguishes apostolic preaching from ecclesias-
tical tradition%, Apostolic preaching is composed of God the Father and Creator, the God
of the Old and New Testaments; the Son, as Logos and Christ incarnated, dead, resur-
rected, ascended, and returning to judge; the Holy Spirit (praef. 4); and the soul, merits,
demerits and their retribution in the afterlife, and the resurrection of the bodies (praef.
5). Ecclesiastical preaching entails free will (praef. 5); the devil and his angels (praef. 6);
the end of the world (praef. 7); the divine inspiration of Scripture and its occult meaning
(praef. 8); and the good angels (praef. 10). Interspersed in this exposition, Origen pre-
sents themes still undecided by the church, promising to discuss them.

Here is the correspondence between Gregory’s list and the contents of the De principiis:

I1, 1, 12, 309-321 Origen, De principiis

God as Triunity (310-312)"" De deo (1, 1)
De Christo (without incarnation) (1, 2)
De Spiritu Sancto (1, 3-4)

146 On this distinction, Behr 2017, xxxix—xlvi.

147 Over against Gregory’s keen interest in Trinitarian question, even in relation to the episcopate, it is
worth noting the lack of references to them in Ephrem’s poems. The only, disputed, reference is found
at CN 13, 3: “Three priests, three treasurers, / who steadfast keep // the key of “trinity” [tlitayatal, / three
gates opened up for us, // each one of them with his key / opened his gate in his time.” The problem is that
in the following stanza the bishops use the “key of trinity” to usher historical incidents related to Nisibis’
position in the Persian-Roman war, which is difficult to link to “Trinity” in the dogmatic sense of the word.
However, the term tlitayita seems to be used mainly for the Trinity, and Ephrem too employs it in this
sense in four cases (hymn. fid. 18, 4, 3; 73, 2, 1; 21, 2 and comm. in Gen. 2, 34). In another instance, tlitayuta
indicates a period of three days during the Creation of the world (comm. in Gen. 1, 9), and such a meaning
would fit perfectly CN 13, 3, where the three bishops define three periods of time (zabn-eh at line 6) in Nis-
ibis’ life. Finally, the word tlitaya, literally “third”, can be used to mean “third party”, “mediator”. There-
fore, it is equally employed for the Holy Spirit (as third Person of the Trinity) and for Christ (as “mediator”
for humanity), as well as for the bishop, mediator of his community. Hence, tlitayuta, as the abstract
name derived from ¢litaya, may as well be translated “episcopate”, “intermediation”, and much more so
since the stanza employs the image of the bishop as steward administering the master’s treasury through
the key. I fail to see a deciding factor among these three interpretations of the word, yet in any case one
cannot argue for a keen interest in the theme of Trinity on the part of Ephrem in the poems on bishops.
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(continued)

11, 1,12, 309-321 Origen, De principiis
The angels (312) De rationabilibus naturis (1, 5-6)
The world, intelligible and material (313) De caelestibus (= the stars) (1,7)
De angelis (1, 8)
Theodicy (313-314) De mundo (2, 1-3)
Man as composite of soul and body (315)
Relationship between Old and New Quia unus est deus legis et prophetarum et domini nostri Iesu
Testament (315-316) Christi Pater (2, 4-5)
Incarnation (316-318) De incarnatione Christi (2, 6)

Death, resurrection, ascension of Christ (319)

De Spiritu Sancto (2,7)
De anima (2, 8)

Novissima: resurrection, last judgement, De mundo et motibus rationabilium creaturis (2, 9)
heaven and hell, the end (320-322) De iudicio (2, 10)
De repromissionibus (2, 11)
De arbitrii libertate (3, 1)
De contrariis potestatibus (3, 2-3)
De humanis temptationibus (3, 4)
Quod mundum tempore coeperit et finem speret (3, 5)
De consummatione (3, 6)
Quod Scripturae divinitus inspiratae sunt (4, 1)
Quomodo oportet legere et intellegere Scripturas (4, 2-3)
Summary (4, 4)

Admittedly, there are some minor differences: Gregory’s insistence on Trinitarian doc-
trine as opposed to Origen’s separated treatment of the Three Persons reflects the evo-
lution of this dogma in the fourth century; anthropology is treated repeatedly by Origen,
partly under the heading of “rational beings” and “world” (princ. 1, 5-6 and 2, 1-3) and
more in detail later, as a prelude to the novissima (princ. 2, 4-5); similarly, the Holy Spirit is
reprised at princ. 2, 7; moreover, the third book preserves a long discussion of free will and
moral progress, which, however, can be justified as a defence of God’s judgement and so is
correctly put among the novissima (3, 1-4); finally, princ. 4 contains a discussion of Scrip-
ture. Gregory avoids these repetitions, because in the context of his poem he is not inter-
ested in reproducing Origen’s double cycle of “theology” and “economy”, each divided
into “apostolic preaching” and “ecclesiastical tradition”. Furthermore, the discussion of
Scripture is condensed in the idea of the relationship between Old and New Testaments.
These differences notwithstanding, it is certain that Gregory is alluding to Origen
here, because the separation of the treatment of the Son (II, 1, 12, 310-312; princ. 1, 2)
and of Christ incarnated (II, 1, 12, 316-318; princ. 2, 6) is unique to Origen. Moreover, one
cannot understand why Gregory mentioned Providence or theodicy in the same breath
with the corporeal constitution of man (313-315) if one does not take into account Ori-
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gen’s idea of the material life of the souls as divinely disposed; it is through this idea that
the government of the world by divine Providence and the fact that human beings must
live in a body are treated together in princ. 2, 1-3. Another analogy between the two
is that Gregory, in introducing the incarnation, says odpkwotg 8¢ tig / To0 kat vont®v
nAgloToV é€e0TnKOTOG (316-317), highlighting its mysterious nature, which defies rational
interpretation; similar formulations on the incarnation are found at De principiis 2, 6, 2:

Verum ex omnibus de eo miraculis et magnificis illud penitus admirationem humanae mentis excedit,
nec invenit mortalis intelligentiae fragilitas, quomodo sentire vel intelligere possit. . . . Fortassis
etiam totius creaturae caelestium virtutum eminentior est sacramenti istius explanatio.

The similarities lie in the reference to “mind” and “intelligence” (vont@v, mentis, intelli-
gentiae) and in the expressions of excellence construed with the preposition éx (in Latin
ex; see £¢e0TnKOTOG, excedit, eminentior; this last word being a comparative may point
to something like Gregory’s mAeiotov). Finally, it is curious that, as Gregory alluded to
Plato’s Gorgias by way of the images of cookery and cosmetics, Origen begins the prae-
fatio of the De principiis with a quote from Plato’s Gorgias, the participles TenioteukoTES
kal menelopévol (Plat. Gorg. 454E and Eusebius’s Against Marcellus 1, 4, 26): both the-
ologians borrow from Socrates’s criticism of rhetoric to introduce Christianity as the
true philosophy (Rufinus’s translation has the word scientiam in the same sentence, and
Socrates in Gorgias is contrasting niotig and émiotiun).

To sum up the results of this analysis, Gregory finds very problematic the spread
of heresies of his times, which—in his opinion—demands that bishops should be teach-
ers and should be educated for this task, something they currently are not. Gregory’s
ideal education corresponds to Origen’s intellectual project: a wide scriptural science,
bringing together all instruments of contemporary paideia (mainly linguistics and phi-
losophy) to meditate on Scripture, at the same time leaving the door open for the inspi-
ration coming from the Spirit—that is, uniting ascesis to education. Between Origen
and Gregory there are two main differences: first and foremost, Gregory is engaged in
a farther-reaching dialogue with pagan paideia, because he does not limit himself to
engaging philosophy, but also consults literature (that is, rhetoric); hence—and here is
the second point—Gregory is more ambiguous in his stance towards classical tradition,
as if he was more of an insider of that tradition than Origen—who could, after all, pose
as an “alien wise”. This was no longer a possibility for Gregory, after Julian’s attack
against the “uneducated Nazarenes”.

3.1.4 Spiritual father II: Moral leadership

Gregory’s interest in doctrine notwithstanding, our poems emphasise much more the
disciplinary role the bishops are supposed to undertake. This task has different facets:
on a very general level, the bishop should make sure that his community is morally
upright; on a more detailed level, the bishop oversaw the administration of penance
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and communion, thereby regulating the admission to the community’*®. These func-
tions made it desirable for the bishop to possess certain qualities and demanded that
he perform certain acts: traditionally, the bishop was asked to be virtuous, in order
to teach not only with words but most of all by example, and to be meek, since his
administration of penance must not result in people leaving the church for his exceed-
ing strictness!®.

3.1.4.1 The epos of the church (I, 1, 13, 27-74)
Gregory connects these traditional themes, once again, with his historical diagnosis of
the state of the church. If in regard to doctrine the extraordinary spread of heresies
inside the church called for more theological education of bishops, then similarly, as
regards morality the church is plagued—this is Gregory’s take—by wicked bishops in
an unprecedented proportion; the main reason for this problem is the defective process
for selecting bishops. This insight, often repeated, is placed inside a grandiose and
sweeping view of history, aptly presented in the epic poem II, 1, 13. I will examine the
narrative part of this poem (27-74), beginning with Gregory’s expression of anguish
at the current state of the church (27-42), then discussing his take on sacred history,
meant to causally explain this state (43-58), and finally explaining his interpretation of
what is happening, expressed through biblical typology (59-74).

It all begins when Gregory notes the chaos of ecclesiastical struggles, which stri-
dently contrasts with the church’s vocation and its beginnings:

Lopa péya Xplototo, 0 Tiutov evx0g Gvaxtog,

Aadg 8Ang yaing pasijiog, €6vog dmiotov,

"Hv 67" &nv. NOv adte 0200 ktéap £vBa kal £vBa

Yeietay, old te kdua toAvopapdyoto Bardoong, (30)
"He puTov {auevETaL TIVAGGOUEVOV AVEUOLDL.

Aaog 88, @ Beog NABev ai’ ovpaviolo Bowkov,

Kd80g £0v BvnTolowv £€vi 6TAdy)VoLaL KEVKGOS,

Kat pix0n puepdmeaat, Oeog Bpotog eig &v ayepbelg,

Kai péyav @dvov £8wke Tadmv Sépag, alud e Betov (35)
‘POGLOV UETEPNG KAKING XEeV, BAAA TE TTOAAL

Ovuata, Tovg UETEMELTA AGYOV OTIElpaVTAG GTaaot.

Kat yAukepoT Bavdtolo mkpiig xepog avTiaoavTag,

Q¢ Ke A0y Tlowaot Adyov Bedv, aipatt 8 aipa.

Tig ovéel 106 o®pa; m60ev TOGOV GyBog EpoLye; (40)
116G 8¢ te 060G povowopPog Euny dnAcad’ cwny;

TI6G uvn okoTéeaaa 1000V KAE0G AUPEKAAVE;

(11, 1, 13, 27-42)

148 Rapp 2000, 381; Rapp 2005, 24.
149 Rapp 2000. 380, 382; Rapp 2005, 25-26, 30-31, 55, 96; Rapp 2009, 76-77, 80.
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Christ’s great body, the Lord’s pride and glory,

a kingly people from the whole earth, a nation beyond belief

was once; now instead God’s property is shaken

to and fro, like a swell in the roaring sea, (30)
or a plant quaking through raging winds.

This people, for whom God came from his heavenly throne

and emptied his glory in the bowels of a mortal

and mixed with mankind, God and mortal in one conjoined,

and, suffering, gave his body as a great price, his divine blood (35)
poured as restitution of our sin, and many other

victims, those who later sowed everywhere the gospel

and from a bitter hand accepted a sweet death,

thereby paying God the Word with word, his blood with blood.

Who is disturbing this body? Whence such a burden for me? (40)
How come a lone-grazing boar spoils my vineyard?

How come a shadowy night conceals such splendour?

These first lines of this first part introduce the theme: lines 27-29 address the church in
an almost hymnic way through a series of periphrases, culminating in the verh in 29, “was
once” (ﬁv 0T’€nv). Such a construction, with its biblical allusions, highlights the contrast
between what the church should be and was and what she has become®°. The previous
state is characterised by unity (the “body”), quantity (uéya, 6Ang yaing, €6vog dmniatov),
and glory (tipov evyog, BacAijiog): these attributes, normally employed for political
power, are here used to delineate a religious triumph. The nexus of “was once” and “Now
instead” (v 6T&nv. NOv adte) makes clear the downfall from a previous, utopic state!®.
The main problem decried by Gregory is chaos, an effect of contemporary struggles:
the situation is vividly painted by the images of the wave and of the plant shaken by the
wind in 30-31 and again decried with four tragic questions, each provided with its own
metaphor (40-42). The double simile of 30-31 has a clear model in Homer’s description
of the Achaean assembly (&yopr}) in turmoil, a theme particularly apt for describing the
assembly of the church' Lines 40-42 contain four questions, the former two of which

150 The series of epithets (o@pa péya Xptotoio, Tiulov e0x0¢ Gvaktog, Aadg 0ANgG yaing Baojiog, £6vog
utiotov) alludes to NT passages such as 1Petr. 2:9 (yévog ékAektov, BaoiAelov Beparmevpa, £€6vog tylov, Aadg
ei¢ mepuroinow) while at the same time employing classical phraseology: Aa0¢ . . . BaotAfiog is similar to
Baowniov yévog, employed of Telemachus at Hom. Od. 16, 401; the expression €0vog drniotov in the sense
of “unbelievable” for its number (and not “unreliable”) is found at Appian. b. civ. 1, 1, 10 but similar ex-
pressions—rAf|0og Griotov is particularly meaningful in this respect—are found all over historiography
(AR B0g dmiotov—for example, at Thuc. 3, 113, 6; Diod. Sic. 1,41, 7; 2, 16, 14; 3,15, 4; 5, 10, 2; 26, 2 and passim).
151 The nexus seems to be a favourite of Gregory: see also I, 2, 7, 232. It is his invention, since the
clause fjv 6te v (or £nv) is never found in poetry outside Gregory’s hexameters (see also Anth. Gr. 8,
143, 4; 178, 1; the only exceptions are a Christian poem on papyrus (see Cougny 1890, 339 [3, 390]) and a
riddle (Cougny 1890, 569 [7, 27, 22]), but both may be inspired by Gregory. However, the nexus imitates
Homeric expressions: &¢ ot £ov: viv adte (Hom. I. 23, 643); fa napog, viv adte (Hom. Od. 19, 549).

152 Cf. Oeol ktéap EvBa kal £vOa / Zeietat, old Te kGpa oAvopapdyoto Bardoong, /' He @uTov {apevésot
Tvaocodpevov avépolol. (I1, 1, 13, 29-31) with kwn6n & dyopn @n kdpata pakpd Bardoong / mOvTov
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inquire about the culprit responsible for the church’s ruin (tig; m66ev), while the latter
seem to ask how this state of affairs has come to be (¢, twice). Nor are these authen-
tic questions, since Gregory already knows the information he is asking for; rather,
they serve—as he often does in his writings—to define the theme upon which he will
speak next. However—and herein lies the resemblance with tragic speech—they also
convey his emotional stance towards the matter at hand: in this case, one of indignation
and rage. Therefore, they belong, in Mastronarde’s classification of tragic questions,
to the category of “apistetic” and “epipleptic” questions'*. Between 30-31 and 40-42,
Gregory recalls the reason why Christians—the people he is talking of—were in such
a blessed state to begin with: recalling Christ’s work on earth and the church of the
martyrs serves to sharpen the contrast with the current situation. The choice of chaos
and agitation as the main problem, instead of heresy or immorality, betrays something
of Gregory’s situation and aims, because he had to renounce his post in Constantino-
ple precisely because of a struggle between bishops, a struggle in which, formally, no
charges of heresy or immorality were brought'>*. Hence, Gregory is going to blame the
bishops for their discord: to the same strategy belongs the insistence on the church as
“body” (c®pa, 27 and 40), because it makes internal strife even more hideous; the same
tactic is employed by Ephrem in relation to Valgash (see §2.1.2.2).

The following section (43-58), in which Gregory answers his tragic questions, has
already been examined (§2.1.2.1): the poet argues that the devil is the real culprit of
this situation, inserting it in the history of salvation. He echoes his own epic treatment
of Adam’s ban from paradise by hand of the devil in order to demonstrate the hostil-
ity Satan has always nurtured against the human race. In this way, the current situ-
ation is framed inside an ancient and always valid notion. The element of novelty is
given by the fact that, after the conversion of the whole world, Satan resolved to turn
to cunning instead of violence (which he had used against the martyrs) and to hit the

Tkapiolo, & pév T Edpog te NOTOg Te / Opop’ énaitag matpdg AlOg £k ve@eddwv. [ 0¢ & 6Te Koy
Z€pupog PadbL Afjiov EABwV / AdBpog énatyilwy, énl T HudeL dotayveaowy, / G TV o’ ayopn Kwidn
(Hom. Il 2, 144-149). There are many analogies between these two passages: the subject of the simile is
a collective of people in turmoil, the two similes describe the same phenomena, namely waves in the sea
and the wind moving plants, and there are even some detail in common, such as the metrical position
of the word 6aidaong, the idea of oscillating movement in the waves (¢v0a kai £v0a; T uév T EDpog e
Notog t¢), the attribute of the wind expressing its power ((apevéoat; AdBpog). Obviously, both similes
have many parallels in Homer’s and Gregory’s oeuvres (see Frangeskou 1985). The nexus {auevéaat
TvacoOuevov avépolat is similar to Hom. Od. 5, 368: 0)¢ 8 Gvepog fang fjwv Onuava Tvaén (but see also
Sapph. frg. 47 V.). The expression moAvopapdayoto Oaidoong comes from Oppian. cyneg. 2, 138.

153 For the classification of tragic questions, see Mastronarde 1979, 7-18. The verb ovéw reminds Sap-
pho’s frg. 130 V. (as in fr,g. 47 V., with the verb twvdoow, here the subject is "Epwg and the object the poet).
The image of the o0¢ povo@oppog has already been analysed (§2.2.2). As regards the image of the new
moon, the best parallel is Oppian. halieut. 4, 65-67.

154 Later on in the poem he writes: Tpogaaig Tplag €oty, T0 & dtpekeg, £xOog dmotov (11, 1, 13, 161),
making clear that doctrine is not at issue. For more: §5.2.5.
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leaders instead of the people at large: here Gregory inserted general considerations on
the decisive role leaders play in any collective of people (§2.1.2.1).

From the point of view of style, it is notable that the history of salvation is here
presented as a military campaign, with the devil as a military enemy devising plans to
conquer the opponent’s army: this gives an epic allure to the passage. The Son’s divine
glory and the church itself had already become, respectively, kG80¢ (33, a metaphrase
for 86¢a) and kA€og (42), two keywords of Homeric warrior ethics. Moreover, the church
is compared to an army (51-53), whereas in the parallel passage at II, 1, 12, 642—646 she
is compared to a people (8fjuog) or a city (ToALS):

IL, 1,12, 642-646 11, 1, 13, 43; 51-53

TolaldT v At LoxLewy Tov Baokavov. AUGOTELG, KAKOEPYOC, ETEL, HEPOTIEGTL PEYALPWV
OUtw coyileT eVOTOXOLG TTOVNPLALG, .

‘Otav &fpov T’ fj oA TAfEaL BEAn. Agutepov elpato piixog mikhomov. ‘Q¢ oTpatov éyvw
(645) Mpdg oig Ekdotou metpdra, Kat Kaptepov, fyntijpotv olotiov épPalev

ouvtopov €x0oc.

Nopov §idwat ovnplag tov pootdtnv Kat yap, ayod mimtovtog, 6Aog otpatodg £¢ xBova vevel.
Such is the power of the Slanderer among us! Rabid, malevolent, grudging mankind

Such subtle, shrewd tricks he plays e

whenever he wants to strike a city or a nation: He found another wily means. Recognizing the power
(645) besides the individual temptations, he also  of the army, he threw a deadly enmity between its
gives leaders.

the leader as a summary law of wickedness. Thus, once the chief is fallen, the whole army declines.

The iambic poem treats the problem by employing the civic imagery of comedy, tragedy,
and rhetoric, whereas the hexametric poem presents to us the epic vision of a mili-
tary collective. Comparison of the passages brings out these different connotations.
Bdoxavog (11, 1, 12, 642) is a term of abuse frequently used by Demosthenes and found
also in Aristophanes's, but the epic poem has peyaipwv (II, 1, 13, 43), a Homeric word,
with the same meaning of “envying/envious” (going as far as “bewitching”). Moreo-
ver, the epic version expands on the attributes, adding Avaonelg and kokogpyog. Simi-
larly, co@iCe evoTd)0LG TOVNplalg (643) is a prosaic version of ebpato pfjyog énikAomov
(IL, 1, 13, 51), the idea of cunning being conveyed in the two passages by co@iCopat and
by énixAomog, which, like movnpia, also expresses the idea of knavery, while pfjyog and
ebotoyog give the idea of accuracy. Interestingly, the devil’s resource is slightly differ-
ent in the two cases: against the church conceived as a city, the devil gives a “law of
knavery” (vopov ... movnplag, II, 1, 12, 646), while against the church as army he gives
a “deadly enmity” (6Aotiov €xBog, II, 1, 13, 52), an expression with powerful Homeric

155 Demosth. or: 18,132, 142, 317; 21, 209; Aristoph. equ. 103.
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resonances’®. From a structural point of view, the fact that the devil’s plotting is pre-
sented in the context of Gregory’s historical analysis contributes to the narrative sense
of a conflict, and therefore to epic associations, whereas in the iambic poem the same
considerations are developed en passant, among other arguments against letting neo-
phytes into the episcopate.

As regards the contents, Gregory’s analysis of the moral situation aligns with his
account of the doctrinal situation, in that both view the church falling from a previous
state of grace—represented by apostolic simplicity and by the martyrs’ victory—into
a present state of trouble—represented by doctrinal struggles and strife between the
bishops. The parallel between this pattern and the fall of Adam, explicitly drawn by the
poet, suggests something of a cyclical movement: the pride before the fall, then God’s
grace and rescue, then again pride and a renewed fall.

In the last part of Gregory’s narration (59-74), biblical typology serves to express
this pattern. It is worthwhile to compare the passage with a passage of I1, 1, 12 of similar

function and content:

IL, 1,13, 59-74

IL, 1, 12, 355-367

TIp6abe pev av8po@dvolat Yuyig TTodiedpa TéTakTo,
(60) Kal yOpog 16 €nv dnomopnaiolg Buéeaat,

Kat 11 kat mkping xat aipatog votatiolo

"Huaowy, ol XpLotolo KakoQpoveg ¢EeKEVoay
MtaB0ov ATLUATOL0 KaKOV Kal TuTBoV EYOVTES,

00 Tt pév €€ dékovTog, emel Oe6g oty AANTTOG

(65) Xeipeowy, e0T €0EAN0LV: ATAp Ye uev E€ekévwaoay.
Nov & éva yhpov loacy atacBaling e uépov te
[Idvteg, dool Eetvol Te Kal £preog NUETEPOLO,

To oentov TondpolBe coe®V €506, EpKog apioTwy,
Bijua 68’ dyyeAkfjoL xyopootaasinat TeBnAs,

(70) KeykAiSa v peodmv kdéouwv 8vo, tobde uévovtog,
Tod Te maputTauévolo, Bedv dpov, uepiwv Te.

"Hv dte fjv. NOv adte yeAoiiov, vika néowv

"EvTog dxAniatoto 60png Spopog, g Sokéw pot
Krjpukog Bo6wvTog €vi HeadToLoy aKovELY

(355) "HS8n oxe86v TL i OANG oikovuévng
Otav Aapovteg €k Ogol owTnpiav,

Q¢ 0poSpa xpwped avakiolg Tolg TPOOTATALG.
Borjoo’ ov Yevdi) pév, ovy fidlota €.
TKNVI TLG, olual, mailer edmpeneotépar
(360) NOv ta mpoowmela, Ta npoéowmna §
VDotepov.

AloyOvopeimely, GG €xeL, Epaow 8 dUw.
TayBévteg elvat Tod karoT Si8dokarot
Kax®v andvtwy opey Epyaatiplov,

Ly Bo®vTeg, Kiv SokMUEY Un AEyewv
(365) IIpdedpog 1y kakia: moveitw und el
Kaxol yiveade, T00T0 GUVTOPKOTATOV

Kat A@ov. i) 8¢ mpd&g iotatat vopog.

156 Beginning with Hom. 1. 1, 1, the pfjvw . . . obAopévnyv dividing Achilles and Agamemnon and bring-
ing ruin to the Achaeans, but also the discord between Menelaus and Agamemnon caused by Athena and
described by Nestor at Od. 3, 135-136: uijviog ¢€ 6Aofig yravkwmidog 6Bpiuomdatpne. / | T Epwv Atpeidnot
UET aupoTépolaty £Bnke. See §5.2.5.
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(continued)

IL, 1,13, 59-74 II, 1, 12, 355-367

In the past a city was assigned as exile for the murderers, (355) What a salvation we have received from God,
(60) and a place to send the scapegoat to, one that spread already almost to the whole world,
and also one of bitterness and blood in the last and nevertheless what utterly worthless leaders
days, whither those who despised Christ gushed out, we have!

having the scarce and petty price of the Priceless, I won’t speak falsely, yea, but neither pleasantly.
and not from One unwilling, since God is intangible Alas, what a specious scene is played:

(65) to the hands, if he wants; and nevertheless they (360) Personages now, and the persons later.
gushed out. It is shameful to say how things are, and still 'm
But now one is the place known for wickedness and doom going to say it.

by everyone, the strangers as well as our fellow Appointed to be teachers of virtue,

believers, we are the workshop of every vice,

the former august seat of the wise, hedge of the best, silently screaming even when appearing not to
this stage thriving with angelic choirs, talk:

(70) the midmost gate between two worlds, the (365) “Wickedness presides: let no one labour,
perennial be wicked instead, tis the shortest

and the one flying away, boundary of gods and mortals.  and best way: action lays down the law.”
Such was once; now instead ’tis ludicrous, as everyone

is given way inside through an open door, so that I seem

to hear a herald shouting in the town square:

In I, 1, 13, the poet repeats the scheme of a “before” and an “after”, but in a more
complex fashion. The idea of a previous state of grace and a present state of decadence
is still present in the second part of the passage (66-74), where Gregory in a triadic
movement describes the change: first, he introduces the theme of the current (NOv ¢,
66) infamy of the church (66-67); then, he gives a contrasting subject to his predication,
describing what the church was (tondpoi8e, 68) and should be (68—71); finally, he turns
to the contemporary, fallen state of the institution with his trademark nexus "Hv 8te fjv.
NOv avte (see note 151).

The same scheme, though in a less complex rendition, is employed in I, 1, 12, 362—
364. First, note that the remark is inserted in the same historical schema asinII, 1, 13,
because Gregory recalls at the beginning (355-356) the history of salvation: compare
oxedov TL Tiig 6Ang oixovpévng / Otav Aapovteg ék Oeol cwtnpiav in I, 1, 12, 355-356
with omvBnp 8¢ Adyov, kal Tupoog aepbelg, / Idoav EnéSpape yalav doidipogin I, 1, 13,
48-49, both referring to the spread of the Christian faith causing persecutions to stop*’.

157 Note the epic rewriting: generic ¢k Ogo0 owtnpiav (II, 1, 12, 356) is expressed with the metaphor of
fire (omwv6p 8¢ Adyov, kat Tupoog, 11, 1, 13, 48; omvOrjp only once in Homer, in a simile, I1. 4, 77) and the
attribute doidwog, a favourite of Pindar (Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 172, s.v. do(8tpog); the verb émitpéxw
(I1, 1, 13, 49) to mean “spread over” of a fluid substance such as smell, light or fog is eminently epic (Lid-
dell/Scott/Jones 2011, 668, s.v. émitpéyw, 11.2); instead of the prosaic oixovuévn (II, 1, 12, 355), the poetic
yata (11, 1, 13, 49; Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 335, s.v. yaia).
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Second, the initial state of the church is expressed in similar terms when Gregory
stresses the wisdom of its prelates and, consequently, their teaching function (cop®v
£8oc¢, I1, 1, 13, 68 and tod karod Si8dokaroy, II, 1, 12, 362). Moreover, in both texts the
description of the current state of the church employs the same spatial metaphor, with
the prosaic and unsavoury-sounding ¢pyaotiiplov kak®v anavtwyv at II, 1, 12, 363 and
the epic-sounding x@®pov . . . dtacbaiing te pdpov te at 11, 1, 13, 66", Finally, both pas-
sages serve as a bridge towards an invective against the bishops, and both employ a
prosopopoiia as a framing device: The motif of the public announcement, given by a
kfipuginIL, 1, 13 and betrayed by the bishops’ behaviour at II, 1, 12, is strikingly similar.
The image is powerful because it personifies the message that the bishop’s behaviour
sends, compelling the reader/hearer to confront that message as a very concrete voice;
itis an effective and creative use of this scholastic exercise (see §3.3.2).

The main difference between these two passages is that at II, 1, 12 Gregory is con-
cerned only with bad bishops. His description of the ideal state of the church through
the expression Toay6évteg etval to0 kaAol Si8dokalot (362) focuses on the task the
bishops have been assigned and how they are falling short of it. On the contrary, Greg-
ory’s concern in II, 1, 13 is the church at large, and it is only because the bishops are
the aim of Satan’s new strategy that they acquire such an importance. Gregory high-
lights this causal link between church and bishops through his reprise of the "Hv e
nv. NOv avte nexus, which served to describe the decadence of the community in line
29 and now describes the decadence of priesthood in line 72. That the poet is referring
to priesthood in these lines is demonstrated by his description of its ideal state, which
corresponds to Gregory’s idea that the priest should mediate between people and God
(§2.1.3.1; §3.1.2; §3.2.2.3). The expressions €pkog (67-68), Biiua (69), and kiykAig (70)
suggest Gregory is not speaking of the church at large, but rather of the chancel (in
Greek Bijua) delimited by altar rails (xtykAig) and thus, by metonymy, of the priests,
who alone were permitted to step into the chancel. This idea of seclusion for the priests
is highlighted by the expression t0 oentov co@®v €50¢ (68). The fact that the chancel
is described as “thriving with angelic choirs” (ayyeAikijol yopootacinot tednAog, 69)
suggests a liturgical action, because of the idea that the liturgy on earth corresponded
with and participated in the eternal liturgy in heaven, so that the angels were believed
to be present at the liturgy with the celebrating priest’*®. Finally, the idea of mediation is
explicitly referred to: the altar rail is defined as peadtnv k6cuwv 8vo, T008e uévovtog, /
ToG te mapurtapévolo, Be@v dpov, fuepiwv te (70-71). This no doubt refers to its divid-
ing the people from the priests and angels, with the priests joining the angels in the

158 On the Homeric allusion behind the term dtacBoAin, see §5.2.3.

159 Cf. the last clause of the preface of the Antiochian liturgy in the Const. apost. 8, 12, 27: o¢
TPOoKLVODOLY avaplBpol otpatial ayyéawv, apyayyéAwv, KuploThitwy, Bpdvwy, apy®v, EZovotdv,
Suvdewv, oTpattdv alwvinv: ta XepouvPiy katl t@ Eantépuya Zepaiyt ... Aéyovta Gua Xialg xtldow
ApyayyéAwv Kai pupialg pupldov ayyéAwv akatanadotws Kal aostyftwg Bowoalg, Kat mag 6 Aaog aua
elndTw’ Aylog, tylog, dylog Kbplog Zafawd KA.
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ranks of the Beof, a reference to Ps. 81, which makes their downfall seem more deplora-
ble. However, if the ktyxA(g is to be taken as metonymically referring to the priesthood,
its role of yeodtn should have far more weight, suggesting that the priest is “midmost
between two worlds, the perennial / and the one flying away, boundary of gods and
mortals”. After all, the word peodtoc also means “mediator”, “arbiter”.

Gregory inserts the scheme of decadence in a wider historical context in II, 1, 13
than in II, 1, 12, by invoking analogous situations from a past even more remote than
the previous state of grace—namely, the asylum cities of Old Testament laws, the spe-
cific place to which the scapegoat was released, and the Akeldama from the New Tes-
tament'®’, Such past examples show the contemporary church in the worst possible
light. Even though formally these images are introduced as rhetorical exempla, the fact
that they all come from the Bible and that the first two come from the Old Testament
while the last comes from the New suggests a typological relationship between all these
places: the Potter’s Field and Judas’s death are prefigured in the asylum cities and in
the scapegoat, and they then prefigure the decadence of the church and the betrayal
of the episcopate. Thus, one can understand whence came the seemingly cyclical view
of history presupposed by Gregory’s diagnosis of the contemporary episcopate: it is the
practice of typological interpretation of the Bible that produces cyclical accounts of his-
torical events, most of all when biblical stories are employed to clarify contemporary
events with the deep conviction that contemporary history is in continuity with biblical
stories!!,

Asregards the matter at hand—the moral state of the episcopacy in Gregory’s time—
this scheme serves to corroborate the idea that, after the persecutions ceased and the
great majority of the empire was converted, moral (and doctrinal) problems arose that
were never seen before. Obviously, there is much to this picture that the modern histo-
rian may find fault with, but I shall only highlight one detail: Gregory of course describes
a change from a previous to a new state, and he does so by explaining how the devil

160 For the cities of refuge, see: Ex. 21:13; Num. 35:11-12; Dtn. 4:41-42; 19:2-10; Jos. 20:1-3. For the
scapegoat: Lev. 16:10; 21-22. For the Akeldama, Gregory draws clearly from Act. 1:18-19: 00tog uév olv
ékTioato ywpiov ék piobod Tig adkiag kal Tpnvng yevouevog exaxnaey pésog kal é€exvon mavta Ta
omAdyyva avtol: kal yvwoTov EyEveTo TGV Tolg KaTolkoDotv Tepovaadiy, Mote kAndijval 10 Ywpiov
€kevo T 18l SLoAékTw avT®v AkeASaudy, To0T oty ywplov aipatog. Xwpiov is rendered by Gregory
as y®pog at line 60; aipatog is preserved at 61, as well as pofo0 i dSikiag as utoBov kakov at 63; the
gory detail of Judas’ death—¢&gey00n mévta td omAdyyva avtod—seems to me to be rendered by Gregory
in the verb é€exévwoav, repeated twice at 62 and 66.

161 One can see an extreme example of this kind of thinking in Gregory’s model of biblical exegesis
and philosophy, Origen: the ubiquity of typological interpretation leads Origen to postulate an almost
endless cycle of progressing worlds, each one re-enacting the basic scheme of Eden-Fall-Redemption
on a higher ontological level than the previous one (on Origen’s concept of progress, see Lettieri 2000).
Some scholars argue that a similar scheme was already embedded in the biblical narrative as a result
of the Babylonian exile (e.g.: Halvorson/Taylor 2016). For the same cyclical view of history in Ephrem,
see §4.1.2.
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changed his strategy from one of open enmity, through the persecutions, to one of decep-
tion, through internal strife; and yet Gregory fails to pinpoint a precise moment when
this change happened. There could be many candidates, from Constantine’s conversion,
to the death of Julian, who had renewed the persecutions, to the passage from Gregory
the Elder’s generation, when a bishop could still be a simple man, to Gregory of Nazian-
zus’s own generation, when theology was fundamental, to the accession of Theodosius,
ending Valens’s persecutions of the Nicene party and enabling those same Nicene, whom
Gregory addressed in the council, to take power. However, the vagueness of Gregory’s
description suggests that, far less than implying a particular moment, the poet is trying
to latch on to an archetypical process, one that could be found at work in Scripture but
also in Greek doctrines on the cycle of constitutions and the decline of empires.

3.1.4.2 A proto-Evagrian list of vices in Gregory (I, 1, 17, 83-83)

For all his attention to the historical process of moral decadence, Gregory spends sur-
prisingly few words to address the type of moral leadership a bishop should exercise. As
we shall see (§3.2; §5), much of his reflection on morality is either linked to asceticism
and hence to his self-portrait or expressed in a negative way through invective against
immoral prelates. The only summary I could find of the kind of moral discipline the
bishop should impart is in the elegiac poem on the two forms of life:

0V 6oV aiypdoag, ob cwuatog aibouévolo

Avooav Empotag, oV xEpa Havopévny

[Idow &’ aAotpiolat, Adyov Seopoiol medroag, (85)
0V Pevdij kpading §6¢av dnookeddoac,

0V TOEoV oidaivovta SI8dyuacty ¢ xBova pivag

00 Tyais Saxpvwy §dkpuov EKKaréoag.

(I, 1, 17, 83-88)

not wounding the rage, not quenching the fury

of the burning body, not fettering with reason

the hand raging all over other people’s property, (85)
not scattering false conceit from the heart,

not throwing on the floor with teaching swelling delusion,

not calling forth tears with floods of tears

The passage occurs as Gregory describes the life of the immoral bishop, a life he is
renouncing in order to retreat and live as an ascetic. In so doing, he implies that the
other bishops are engaged in precisely such a life. This context explains why the state-
ments in our passage are negative: Gregory lists here the omissions of the immoral
bishop faced with his duties'®2,

Six actions are listed, five of which consist in curbing a behaviour or inner dispo-
sition, while the sixth encourages another behaviour. The person in whom the behav-

162 On this peculiar technique of I1, 1, 17, see §5.1.1.
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iours should be curbed is not specified, and, apart from the sixth action, we could read
the passage as a list of self-improvements required of the ascetic bishop. However, the
sixth proposition, “calling forth tears with floods of tears” (88), implies a relationship
between two or more people, since there would be no point in “calling forth tears” if
one were already crying (“with floods of tears”). Hence, it is likely that the five remain-
ing clauses point to the bishop’s relationship with the faithful in his congregation.

Regarding the list of curbed characters, there are details to be noted. First, rage
(x6A0g) is first in line, a witness to the ever-present fear of this antisocial emotion in a
society with steep hierarchies'®®. Second, the list of vices has similarities with Evagrius’s
“evil thoughts” (Aoylopoi): x6Aog corresponds to wrath (6pyn or Buudg), the “fury of the
body” (cwpatog Avooa) to lust and/or gluttony (mopveia, yaotpiuapyia), the “hand raging
in what is not ours” (yépa pawopévny ér’ aAotpioloy) to greed (prapyupia). The role of
the “false conceit” (Yevdrg 86&a) and of the “swelling delusion” (td@og oiaivwv) is a bit
more difficult to assess. In the case of Yevdrg 66¢a, the difficulty lies in the word §6%a,
which can be intended in a doctrinal or in a moral sense. Pertaining to doctrine, Pev8ig
806%a would correspond to heresy, but pertaining to morality, it would be a hexametric
rewriting of the word kevodo&ia, “vainglory”. In this second sense, the expression would
have more or less the same sense as the following Td@og oiSaivwv, meaning an ill-founded
exaggeration of one’s own worth. If we consider that in Evagrius’s classification “pride”
(bmepnoavia) and “vainglory” (kevodogia), though linked, are distinct, then it is possi-
ble that Yevdri¢ §6Za corresponds to kevoSotia and t0@o¢ oidaivwv to vrepn@avia'®,
In this case, five or six out of eight logismoi are present in the list; the remaining two,
“bitterness” (AUmn) and “despondency” (aknSia), seem more linked to anchoritic life, and
therefore unlikely to be the object of the bishop’s action towards laymen'®.

Another similarity between Gregory’s and Evagrius’s doctrine lies in the remedies.
Gregory suggests that the Christian leader should oppose evil tendencies with their con-
trary: he should “wound” rage (aiyudoag, 83), as one wounds an enemy in battle'®s; he
should “cool down”, “quench” (¢mupvgag, 84) the “burning body” (aiBouévolo cwuatog);
he should bind with fetters (§eopoiol nedrjoag, 85) the hand of greed, and finally, he

163 See Brown 1992, 48-58.

164 See Evagr. Pont. mal. cog. 13-15.

165 Evagr. Pont. mal. cog. 11. After all, Guillaumont/Guillaumont 1971, 63-84, based on a long discus-
sion, concludes that Evagrius’ list of eight evil thoughts is his original development on a previous tradi-
tion, which can be traced through Stoicism, Gnosticism, New Testament and apocryphal Jewish writings
until Origen (and, I would add, Gregory), of listing virtues and vices. And, of all thoughts in Evagrius’ list,
the most original is indeed axndia, so that Gregory omitting it from his list here proves this originality.
Asregards Gregory’s list, maybe the passage nearest to his choice of vices and order comes from Origen:
unde mihi videtur esse infinitus quidam numerus contrariarum virtutum pro eo quod per singulos paene
homines sunt spiritus aliqui, diversa in his peccatorum genera molientes. Verbi causa, est aliqui fornica-
tionis spiritus [= cwpatog Avaon], est et irae [= x0Aog], spiritus alius est avaritiae [= pawouévn xeipl alius
vero superbiae [= Vevdng §6&n/t0pog oidaivwv] (Orig. in Jos. hom. 15, 5).

166 The verbis epic and employed for the “throwing” of a spear (Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 45, s.v. aiypalw).
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should “throw on the floor” (¢¢ x06va pivag, 87) the elation of pride. These expres-
sions seem to imply a therapy of the contrary like that proposed by Evagrius, who often
advises the monk to “cut” one evil thought with another one that is its contrary (e.g.,
pride or vainglory is repelled by the shame of lust)'®’.

The concrete mean of the bishop is expressed by two words in these lines: “word”
(Adyov, 85) and “teachings” (5t8dyuactv, 87). The term A6yog here should be interpreted
with all its different meanings at once, not only as “word” in the sense of a voiced utter-
ance, but as “conversation,” “discourse,” and “reason”: the bishop should try to “talk to
reason” his faithful. However, besides these lines and the long discussion on the doctri-
nal duties of bishops at II, 1, 12, Gregory—like Ephrem—tends to highlight the impor-
tance of the bishop’s example for the morality of the congregation, much more than the
bishop’s preaching. The insistence on setting a good example is an important argument
supporting strict meritocracy in the election of bishops, and therefore the exclusion of
hasty consecrations of powerful laymen, like Nectarius!®,

Gregory concludes his list of vices the bishop should remedy with the sentence
“calling forth tears with floods of tears” (88). This clause means that the bishop should
elicit repentance in the congregation, and he should do so not with fire-and-brimstone
preaching, but by his own penitent attitude and by participation in the repentance of
others. Such a short utterance can communicate this complex message thanks to its
tight links with famous scriptural passages. The idea of deep participation of the bishop
in his faithful’s sorrow is conveyed by the polyptoton SakpUwv 8dkpuov, which recalls
the attitude that Paul commends in Rom. 12:15 (kAaiewv petd kAawdvtwv) and that he
elsewhere says he himself practices (see 1Cor. 9:22: éygvounv Toig acbevéay aabeviic,
va toUg aoBevels kepdnow: TOIg ALY yéyova TAvTa, (va TAVTWE Tvag owow; 2Cor.
11:29: 1l acBevel xal ovk acbev®; Tig okavdaAifeTal kal ovk ¢yw mupoduay). After all,
Paul was Gregory’s model of the perfect bishop*®.

“Tears”, on the other side, refer in Gregory’s line to repentance and penance, accord-
ing to a widespread Christian tradition which saw in tears the primary expression of
contrition and a manifestation of repentance, a tradition based on biblical passages
such as Ps. 6:7 (in the Septuaginta: ¢v 8akpuaitv pov v otpwpuviy Hov Bpééw) and 41:4
(&yevnOn pot ta Sakpud pov éptog UEPaG Kail vuKTog) or Peter’s repentance (Mt. 26:75;
Lc. 22:62) and the tears of the sinful woman (Lc. 7:38; 44)'7°. Hence, in this line we find

167 Sorabji 2000, 360-361; Knuuttila 2004, 142n111.

168 The necessity of good example has been examined at §2.2.3.

169 See Greg. Naz. or. 2, 7, 52-56, in particular: tig av a&iwg 81EABoL TV xa® \uépav émotaaciav, TV
0OV Ka® €kaotov kndepoviav, Ty péppuvay macdv v EXKANGL&®Y, T TPog mavtag cuumabis Kal
Pa8eA@ov; TTpooekonTé Tig, kai Iailog RoBver kal GAAog éoxavSaAileto, kal TIabA0G AV 6 AEYOUEVOG
(53); Elm 2000a, 87.

170 See Lampe 1961, 331-332, s.v. §akpuov; in particular: EAG¢ pot, ) Sakpuwv Te kaBdpate velddL mnyn
(Greg. Naz. II, 1, 46, 27); Ol8a xali éuntov [Bantiopal £tL, T0 TGV Saxpwv (or: 39, 17). The link between
tears and baptism is found also in one of our poems: Nov & 008&v 0i8a @dpuakov ANV SaxpOwy, /'EE v
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the only explicit reference to the bishop’s power to accept penance in the poems: as is
customary in fourth-century precepts to bishops on this topic, Gregory advises a meek
and participatory attitude for the prelate!’’. An indirect recommendation of meekness
can be foundin I, 1, 12, 423, where Gregory describes the new and bad bishop as appar-
ently fjuepog, “mild”*’%: this presupposes that mildness is a virtue in the bishop, and
since it is mentioned in connection to his function of judge and arbiter and since that
function is strongly linked with his penitential task, Gregory presupposes mildness as a
virtue for the bishop as minister of penitence, in accordance with contemporary theo-
risations. However, these remarks remain rather isolated in Gregory’s poems, and this
theme has significantly less importance than it has for Ephrem.

In general, we must note the conspicuous absence of one of Gregory’s favourite
themes in relation to priesthood—namely, spiritual direction for individuals. This is
clear from the absence of the medical metaphor and the already remarked refusal
of a “Protean” bishop, who adapts himself to his target audience. Such a behaviour
was admitted in other contexts as a help to different individuals in the different stages
of their spiritual journey'”. This may be due to a difference in the audience: while
speeches were addressed to the community at large and described its relationship with
the bishop, Gregory’s poems are addressed to the other bishops and are more interested
in their personal qualifications for the charge; hence the stress on teaching by example.

3.1.4.3 The style of leadership in Ephrem

I will now examine Ephrem’s views on the moral leadership of the bishop, beginning
with meekness or charity, as a kind of bridge from the treatment of Gregory, and con-
tinuing with the analysis of modes, or styles, of leadership endorsed (or censured) by
the poet. Then, I will close §3.1 with an account of the content of the moral teaching of
the bishops according to Ephrem (§3.1.4.4). The poet treats the questions of moral and
disciplinary leadership differently in the two different groups of poems on bishops: in
the poems composed during Valgash’s episcopate (CN 13-16), his main focus is defend-
ing Valgash, whereas in the poems for Abraham (CN 17-21) he sets out a more general
program for an ideal bishop. Since the main accusation thrown against Valgash was his
excessive leniency, Ephrem organises the discourse around this theme differently in
these poems than he does in the poems for Abraham'’, For Abraham, meekness is just

GUVOVAWOLG UV Epyetal uoyLs (1L, 1, 12, 497-498). Tears are described as a “second Baptism” also in the
Syriac poems on Abraham Kidunaia (Abr. Kid. 4, 1).

171 On the prevalence of meekness as an episcopal virtue in contemporary treatises and canonical
writings, especially in connection with penance: Sterk 2004, 62-63; Rapp 2005, 26, 96, 125, 169-171.

172 KOG fjuepog ot ouepov (I, 1, 12, 423). For this passage, see §5.2.2.

173 See Elm 2000a; Gautier 2002, 118. See §2.2.3.2 and §2.2.4.7.

174 Gregory, too, was accused to be too meek—at least so does he say—because he forgave those who
tried to stone him: T{ okaiov, j Tpooavteg, fj BAABNY @épov, [ "H elnov,  énpa&a TodT £Tog Tpitov; /
AV &v ye To0T0, TOV KaKGV £Qetaduny, / 'Y’ @v ABacdelg elod8ov pooiutov / Exaptépnoa. Kai yap
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one virtue among many the bishop must have. For Valgash, on the other side, meekness
is a defining characteristic, something he possesses to the utmost degree and that dif-
ferentiates him from his predecessors. Here, we see a treatment like the one reserved
for preaching and teaching: it is true that Ephrem requires any bishop to be meek, as
well as that he requires bishops to be sound teachers; but it is also true that he describes
Valgash as extraordinarily meek, as well as particularly gifted for the intellectual com-
ponent of his ministry.
Three passages exemplify Ephrem’s discourse on Valgash’s meekness:

hine s Cau= <3\ haal, emr a8
DA o> Kavod Klis guiar K/ia sl
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(CN 13, 8-9)

gvoePéotepov / Mabovta Ta XpLotol pe oUtw kal épewv. [ '0plig, mévnTeg ola Swpobvrat Od. / Kal todto
& EyxAnw, et Sokel, mowwpeda (11, 1, 12, 100-107). See §5.1.2.3.

175 Beck prints: w-"a(y)k lbryt’ d-etgamrat (Beck 1961a, 35). The first problem is that the particle ‘a(y)k
does not take the preposition [-; therefore, the group of consonants lbryt’ cannot be construed as la-brita
(as Beck proposes in the note to his translation: Beck 1961b, 41n6, translating “Schopfung”/“Geschopf”).
Either the [- is to expunge, or the word—though clearly written in the manuscript—must be changed. Ex-
punging the I- would leave us with Beck’s favourite translation, “creation”, “creature”: the end (Sullama)
of the sun would be “soft and mild like a creature/the Creation that is perfected/destroyed”, depending
on the interpretation of the verb ’tgmrt, “perfected” is the etpeel, ‘etgamrat, while “destroyed” is the
etpaal, ‘etgammrat. Fraenkel (as per Beck 1961a, 35 apparatus criticus) proposes kebrita, meaning “sul-
phur”, however it is not clear what the expression “sulphur that is perfected/destroyed” should mean.
The apparatus of Beck’s edition gives the vox nihili Sabrita as Riicker’s proposal, whereas the note to the
translation has the (correct) nabresta. Beck, agreeing with Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2274, s.v. <¥=izs
(and with the ancient lexicographers he lists) translates this term with flamma, whereas Sokoloff 2009,
886, s.v. heiqn (as well as the CAL lexicon: http://cal.huc.edu, last accessed: 27/03/21, 15:20) gives the
meaning “lamp-stand”, “lamp”, “candelabrum” or “fireplace”. According to Ciancaglini 2008, 211, s.v.
~Nxiny, it is a loanword from Old Persian *nibrasti-, meaning “lamp”. The Syriac word may well have
preserved this meaning, however the text passages given by Brockelmann (and repeated by Ciancaglini
and the CAL) work way better with the meaning “flame” than with “candelabrum” or “fireplace”. A third
possibility would be to correct lbryt’ in Impyd’ and obtain the meaning “lamp”: the corrupted reading,
although apparently difficilior, would be explained because it gives the ending -yt’ of a feminine noun, in
accordance with the following ‘etgammrat, whereas the word lampeéda is normally masculine and only
rarely feminine (Payne Smith 1879-1901, 1957, s.v. =arZa=\). The setting sun is compared to a faded
lamp, peaceful (nih, 6) because the fire has gone, but also pleasurable (bassim, 6) because the vessel is
still slightly warm.

176 “Even the sun shows / three forms in quarters three: // quick and bright his beginning, / strong and
harsh his middle, // and like a consumed lamp / soft and mild his end. /// Swift and bright his beginning,
/ which came to the sleepers to wake them, // hot and harsh his middle, / coming to ripen the fruits, //
gentle and mild his end / because it has reached his perfection.”


http://cal.huc.edu
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These passages treat the same theme in three slightly different ways. The first employs
the sustained metaphor of the sun; the second sketches the argument through one of
Ephrem’s typical tripartite stanzas; and finally, the third develops the theme by devot-
ing a whole stanza to each bishop. CN 13, 8 introduces the theme in two lines (1-2), then
devotes one line each for the first and second stages (3—4) and two lines for the third
(5-6), amplifying it through a simile. Stanza 9 is almost perfectly symmetrical: oddly
numbered lines begin with two adjectives as predicates and the names “beginning”,
“middle,” and “end” as subjects; evenly numbered lines are relative clauses, the first
two (2 and 4) symmetrically built. CN 14, 18 is similarly constructed, perfectly symmet-
rical until the last line. The following stanza is much more varied, but its last line is a
reprise of the last line of the previous stanza. In CN 16, every bishop has a stanza, and
every stanza has a slightly different structure: in stanza 17 the first two lines stand out
as the introduction, and the following three are a list of attributes; stanza 18 parallels
the first two lines of stanza 17 in its first line, while the remaining four lines are organ-

177 The first, as by a toddler, / was loved and was feared, // the middle, as to a child, / rebuked and
brought joy, // the last, as for an educated girl, / for her was relief and kindness. /// Even for Jacob’s daugh-
ter was set / bait and stick to her childhood, // and to her youthful boldness / was given sword and rule,
/[ until, as chastised and learned, / came to her relief and kindness.”

178 “In rashness and in the age of infancy /I had a feared foster father, // whose stick kept me from jest,
/ and from vice his terror, // and from delicacy his fear. /// He gave a second father to my youth / and, be-
cause I was a bit childish, // he had a bit of toughness, / because I was a bit elderly, // he had meekness. ///
When I was lifted from the ages / of infancy and youth, // the former terror passed, / passed the following
fear, // and he gave me a mild pastor.”
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ised in two contrasting couplets; finally, stanza 19 has the content of CN 16, 17, 1-2 and
18, 1 spread across its first, second, and last lines, while the two lines in the middle
parallel and contrast with the list in stanza 17'7°.

Apart from these complex syntactic structures, the argument remains the same,
even if the words employed vary, and it can be summarised through a table:

Stage of the community Stage of the bishop Attitude of the bishop

CN13,8 Beginning (Saraya) Quick and bright (harrip, zhé)
Middle (msa‘ta) Strong and harsh (‘azziza, qasya)
End (sullama) Soft and mild (nth, bassim)
CN13,9 Sleepers (damke) Beginning (Saraya) Swift and bright (qallil, zhe)
Fruits (pére) Middle (msa‘ta) Hot and harsh (hammima, qasya)
Perfection (gmirtta) End (sullama) Gentle and mild (rhim, bassim)
CN 14,18 Toddler (sharta) First (qadmaya) Loved, feared (mhabbab, mdahhal)
Child (tlita) Middle (mes‘aya) Rebuked, brought joy (kaye, mhadde)
Educated girl (malpta)  Last (Ca)hraya) Relief and kindness (nyaha, bassima)
CN 14,19 Childhood (talyuta) Bait and stick (Sedla, sabta)
Youthful boldness Sword and rule (saypa, namosa)
(huspa, laymiuta) Relief and kindness (nyaha, bassima)
Chastised and learned
(rdita, malpta)
CN16 Rashness, infancy Foster father (mrabbyana) Feared, stick, terror, fear (dhila,
(haspa, talyuta) Second father (‘abba sabta, surrada, duhhala)
Youth (laymuta) ’hrena) toughness, meekness (qasyuta,
Lifted from (et allet Pastor (ra‘ya) makkikuta)
men) Mild (bassima)

Through this table, we can best appreciate Ephrem’s artful variations and repetitions. CN
13, 8 and 9 have the same descriptors for the phases of “solar” (= episcopal) activity, but
stanza 9 adds also the aims of these activities; each stanza has a pair of predicates for the
activity of the sun in the three phases, with stanza 9 repeating one of the two predicates
and replacing the other with a synonym with the same vocalic structure (harrip>qallil;
‘azziza>hammima; nth>rhim). CN 14, 18 and 19 end with two very similar lines: the first
has hwa l-ah as predicate, the second has ’eta. Both describe the last stage for the commu-
nity as malpta, but they reach the same ending differently, and it is particularly remark-
able that the root {-I-y (“young”) is employed for the second stage of the community at CN
14, 18 and repeated for the first stage at CN 14, 19; then again the root ¢-l-y is employed
for the first stage, but this time the characteristic of huspa is not given to the second but
to the first stage. Moreover, it is to be noted that Ephrem’s picture is not always consist-

179 For alook on this kind of rhetorical devices through the lens of discourse analysis, see Stevenson 2016.
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ent: at CN 13, he seems to imply that Jacob’s episcopate was moderate, Babu’s very harsh,
and Valgash’s mild; the same impression is conveyed by CN 14, 19, where Jacob’s “stick”
(Sabta) is balanced by his “bait” (Sedla); in contrast, CN 16 implies that Jacob was the
strictest bishop, Babu moderate, and Valgash mild, whereas in CN 14, 18 both Babu and
Jacob are moderates and Valgash is mild. This inconsistency can be partly explained by
Babu’s small importance, but it may be also consciously pursued: on one side, it high-
lights the most important thing—namely, that after stern discipline, Valgash has brought
mildness; on the other, it allows Ephrem to play with synonyms and variations with more
freedom. It is likely that this lexical abundance—the repetitions and the skilful varia-
tions—had an aesthetic value and was one of the sought-for elements of poetry.

The table demonstrates not only the artful variation and repetition of terms but
also that these passages are organised around the same argument: meekness is not
associated with the bishop’s role in administering penance, but rather with his broader
educational and leading tasks; furthermore, meekness is by no means necessary, but
rather an attitude which is to be used only if the situation requires it. In particular
meekness is inserted in the scheme of the congregation’s spiritual development through
its history. According to this, a mild bishop is fit only when the congregation has already
progressed in the faith, whereas in her first steps she needs stern leaders. It is remark-
able, however, that in these passages adopting a mild or a stern attitude is much less a
decision or a conscious approach by the bishop than an invariable part of his character,
so that God disposes the succession of bishops with different attitudes according to the
growth of the church. In Gregory, it was quite the contrary: the poet presented himself
as a moralizing voice for the bishop (and, eventually, for the elite faithful who should
keep the bishops in check). Ephrem, on the other hand, speaks of the bishops and their
attitudes as a given, arguing for the acceptance of this given by the community.

This attitude of Ephrem is clearer at CN 15, 14-15, where this theme is explicitly
linked to the conflict between Valgash and the community through a rebuke against the
same community:
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In stanza 14, Ephrem employs a metaphor similar to the simile at CN 13, 8-9, but here
the subject is not the sun, symbolizing the bishop, but rather the fruit, symbolizing the

180 “The fruit [peral] is chastised forcibly [b-uzz-eh] / at the beginning [b-stirayal by the blowing wind,
// and in the middle [ba-msa‘ta] by the force [‘uzza] of sun, / and when his forcing [‘azziziit-eh] will be
past, // his end will be thick in sweetness. /// It is us, then, whom the beginnings [qadmaye] chastised, /
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community. Thus, if the metaphor describes the “natural” course of things through a
natural image, then stanza 15 contradicts this natural course in the case of the commu-
nity, thereby construing the community’s behaviour as unnatural. However, the ideal
progress remains the same for the community as well as for the bishop: from a regimen
based on chastisement and power to one based on “sweetness” (halytita here)!!.

In the poems for Abraham (CN 17-21), the theme of meekness appears among con-
cerns different from those of the poems for Valgash, and, in part, the approach is more
general. In one stanza, meekness has a very general significance:
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Here, meekness serves as a distinguishing point between ecclesiastical authority and
secular authority: by “kingship” (malktita) Ephrem means the authority of the Roman
emperor, whereas “priesthood” (kahniita) means episcopal authority. It is remarka-
ble that in this stanza he repeats the words that characterised Valgash in the previ-
ous poems—in particular, the root b-s-m (adjective bassim, verb bsam, lines 5 and 8),
which was always associated with Valgash (see CN 13, 8, 6; 9, 5; CN 14, 18, 6; 19, 6; CN
16, 5—and employs them for episcopal authority in general. On the contrary, various
words associated with Babu and Jacob are employed for imperial authority, express-
ing its stern and burdensome quality’®. One could think that this verbal link implies a
parallel between Jacob and the emperors, whereas Valgash and Abraham embody the
paradigmatic bishop. This, however, contradicts much of Ephrem’s characterisation of
Jacob as a model bishop. Rather, the diachronic contrast between Jacob’s sternness and
Valgash’s meekness, as well as the synchronic contrast between the emperor’s forceful
authority and the bishop’s mildness, reflects a more basic pattern of Ephrem’s thought.
The same pattern can be discerned in his utterances on the relationship between the
two Testaments, as some stanzas from CN 16 prove:

and then chided us the middle [mes‘aye], // the endings [('a)hraye] increased our sweetness,, / but when
our taste came, // our loss of flavour was greater.”

181 The theme has already been seen at §2.2.3.3 and will be deeper investigated at §4.1-2.

182 “From kingship the laws [namosé] / and from priesthood the atonements [hussaye]: // That both
should incline is hideous, / that both should be stern [nezan] is harsh [gasyal; // Let one be stern [te‘az]
and one be mild [tebsam] / with sense and with discernment, // may fear [dehla] be tempered with love
[rahme]: | may our priesthood be mild [bassimal], // as our kingship stern [‘azziza]. / Blessed is he who
tempered our aids!”

183 Namosa: CN 14,19, 4 and CN 21, 22, 1; qasya: CN 13, 8, 4 and CN 21, 22, 4; root “z-z, realised as verb
‘az (CN 21, 22, 4-5) or as adjective ‘azziz: CN 13, 8, 4 and CN 21, 22, 9; root d-h-I (meaning “fear”): CN 14,
18, 2 (mdahhal); CN 16, 17, 2 (dhil) and CN 21, 22, 7 (dehla).
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These stanzas bear striking resemblances with the stanzas on the meekness of bishops:
the same diachronic scheme of infancy (talyiita) and maturity (gmiritd; see CN 16,
10, 1), the same expression “bait and stick” (Sedla w-sabta), and the same problem of
“rashness” (huspa) are applied to the passage from the law to the grace. That the theme
here is law and grace is made clear by the use of Paul’s very words for these concepts
(namosa, “law”, and “grace”, taybuta) and by the contrast between “justice” (kéniita)
and “grace”, which is typical of Ephrem’s theology*®.

The pattern of connotations common to these different themes is this: Ephrem con-
trasts two states, the first characterised by compulsion, discipline, fear, and relationships
based on power, the second marked by freedom, maturity, love, and relationships based
on mercy. The archetype of this pattern is the substitution of Moses’s law with the gospel, a
concept that, with all its ramifications, plays a central role in Syriac theology—especially in
the earlier times'®, The adherence of our case to the archetype is strikingly clear at CN 21,
22,1-2: “From kingship the laws [namose] / and from priesthood the atonements [hussayée]”.
One could substitute “Moses” for “kingship” and “Christ” for “priesthood”, and the result
would be something similar to Joh. 1:17 (see also Rom. 3:25). The use of this pattern in
comparing emperor and bishops differs from its archetypical use and from the case of the

184 “Never did a mirror compel / with violence its observer, // nor is the Mercy that came / upon the
Justice of the Law // compulsory as the Law. /// Justice [keniita] was for childhood [talyutal] / the adorner
of compulsion [da-qtiral; // for, since mankind was a child [talyal, / she adorned it through compulsion
[ba-qtira], // while not purloining its freedom. /// Bait and stick [Sedla w-$abta] had taken / Justice for that
childhood [kenuta sed talyutal: // whenever she struck her, she soothed her; / her stick [Sab¢-ah] curbed
the rashness [huspal, // her bait [Sedl-ah] softened the minds.”

185 For the contrast between grace and law, two examples among the many that could be quoted: “For
sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under the law [namasal, but under grace [taybiital”
(Rom. 6:14); “For the law (namosa) was given by Moses, but grace (taybuta) and truth came by Jesus
Christ” (Joh. 1:17). The use of the verb ’eta in the phraseology “the Grace that came” (CN 16, 6, 3) may hint
at expressions like mar-an ’eta (1Cor. 16:22) and at the Incarnation (see Joh. 1:8, l-dil-eh *éta [scil. nuhral).
On the importance of the binomial “Justice”-“Grace” (kéniita/taybuta) for Ephrem: Martikainen 1981.
186 On the fundamental role of this concept in Syriac theology, in particular as regards ecclesiology,
see Murray 2006, 41. The same paradigm is applied to the contrast between nature and mind: Ephr. Syr.
hymn. fid. 28, 4.
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evolution of the community because the latter is a historical development, whereas the
former opposes two orders existing at the same time, the religious and the secular power.

It is true that, in opposing “priesthood” and “kingship” in their respective qualities
of mediation of the atonement and giving of law, Ephrem alludes to the biblical distinc-
tion of kings and priests; however, the opposition of fear and love that he attaches to
biblical categories invites us to read the “atonement” (hussaya) of bishops more broadly
than as a reference to purely ritual tasks. The poet wants to stress that ecclesiastical
leadership, because of its ritual tasks, must move on a plain wholly different from
secular power, a plain whose main character is mercy and where relationships rest on
the freedom of those involved rather than on compulsion. This means that the bishop
should be much more lenient than the imperial official.

This partially contradicts Ephrem’s representation of Babu and Jacob as stern,
which suggests that these oppositions (between mildness and sternness) should not be
taken as absolute definitions, but as highlighting a dialectical opposition of two terms,
without implying that the “sternness” of a Jacob is in the same order as that of a Roman
emperor, even though Jacob is sterner than Valgash and even though the poet describes
the emperor and Jacob with the same words. On the other side, it is clear that the ideal
situation for the bishop is represented by Valgash’s period, where the community has
reached maturity. To some extent, the parallel between Jacob and the emperor has
merit: the first bishops had to steer a worldly community. Therefore, their leadership
had to incorporate elements of worldly rule; thus, the development of a Christian com-
munity is its walking away from a worldly regime towards a freer, more peaceful order.

At CN 19, 9, Ephrem again employs the language of meekness, linking it to some
other themes of his poetry:
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The markers of the language of meekness are the word bassima, whose importance
has already been noted, and the noun nyaha, “repose”, “peace”, employed to describe
Valgash in the last lines of CN 14, 18 and 19. To these, Ephrem adds here two more
terms, makkika, meaning “humble”, and Sayna, for “peace”. Such terms describe quali-
ties similar to those indicated by the other terms we have already encountered. It could
also be noted that the term makkika appeared in the metaphor of the head and the body

187 “No one envied your election, / for humble [makkika] is your leadership; // no one bristles at your
rebuke, / for peace [Saynal sows your word; // no one shrinks from your voice, / for mild [bassima] is
your commanding; // no one complains about your yoke, / for it itself is wearied instead of our necks, //
and lightens the burden of our souls. / Blessed is he who chose you as our repose [nyah-an]!”
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at CN 18, 4, 7, to express the loving relationship that should link the bishop to his com-
munity, as well as the bishop’s attitude, which should refrain from a top-down exercise
of power and rather provide for the members of the community stooping down to their
level (§2.1.2.2; §2.2.3.2): another facet of episcopal meekness. The stanza presents these
attributes inside Ephrem’s habitual structure of symmetric cola, with even-numbered
lines corresponding to the previous, odd-numbered ones, each pair of lines being like
the others, except for the last, which is longer.

The question posed by the stanza is that of legitimacy: Ephrem must explain why
everyone obeys the bishop willingly. In this sense, episcopal meekness disarms not
only grudges held by people receiving rebukes or orders (3; 5-7) but also the poten-
tial discontent over the election of the young Abraham (1). According to Ephrem, the
bishop is so authoritative because he is not authoritarian. Furthermore, he seems pre-
pared to lead by example and to first submit himself to the measures he proposes
to others (7-9). Yet this ideal representation of episcopal leadership has more than
one element that raises suspicion. The insistence on meekness and humility, for one
thing, hints at a church conceiving herself as a free society, where people had to be
persuaded to act; modern readers may ask themselves if this conception was true in
real life and, conversely, if and how much could the bishop compel his faithful without
having to persuade them. Second, there is the obvious point that if the author has
to write that no one bears grudges towards or envies the bishop, then someone was
certainly bearing grudges towards the bishop. This brings us to the third observation:
Ephrem presents these questions as statements of fact, but one wonders how much of
these statements would have been perceived as rebuke or advice by the bishop and the
community who were hearing them. Alas, these are questions we will never answer
with an acceptable degree of certainty, since the context of these remarks is all but lost
to us'®,

In any case, we perceive that the bishop’s decision making was subject to a degree
of communitarian, if not public, scrutiny. Furthermore, Ephrem’s texts seem to presup-
pose that the bishop’s decision making was disputed, with different people capable of
influencing it:
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188 However, there is more to the second question than this passage: Ephrem’s texts preserve other
traces of early critics of Abraham (see CN 18, 3—4 at §2.1.2.2 and §3.1.1.1).
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(CN 21, 10; 12-13)

These stanzas address precisely the problem of episcopal decision making in relation
to the community, pinpointing most of all the problem of slander (mékal qarse, tebba

bisa, daggale), connected with envy (hsama, CN 17, 8, 5-8). Slander is a preoccupation,
because it could undermine the bishop’s authority if he was smeared or could hijack
the bishop’s judgement and give rise to strife if one in the congregation was smeared.

189 “Bile was idle by you, / because peace [sayna] dews gently all over you, // Jealousy was quenched
by you, / because your love [hubb-ak] was always burning; // You blunted the sting of envy, / that no one
might be smitten from behind, // to the slander [mékal qarse] which brings turmoil / you paid no heed,
// as you rejoiced in clarity and truth. / Blessed is he who adorned your limbs! /// May you give advice
among your people, / like Jethro among the Hebrews: // may you go all the way with the one / who ad-
vised you to your advantage, // may you shun all the way the one / who advised you otherwise, // and a
sign may Rehoboam be for you, / that you may choose advice beneficial // and you may spurn envious
advice. / Blessed is he who advised discernment!”

190 “To the old commit the word, / to the youth entrust the silence, // for the stranger [nukrayal who
comes unto you / knows you from your order— // namely, who it is that talks first, / and who’s second
and third, // and if everyone guards his mouth / and if everyone knows his rank, // then they’ll call you
blessed. / May our Lord accomplish your designs!”

191 “If you should hear bad rumours [tebba bisa] / from trustworthy, not lying people, // pour tears and
quench / the fire that kindled in the others, // may the discerning [parose] pray with you / and proclaim
a fast for the educated [yaddt‘e], // and may your pen [dayr-ak] be in sorrow / for the one that is lost to
sin, // that he may turn to repentance. / Blessed is he who found the lost sheep! /// You shan’t give ear
to anyone, / lest you be flooded with deceits [daggale], // you shan’t lend your foot to anyone, / lest you be
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CN 17, 81is similar to CN 19, 9 in structure and themes: odd-numbered lines describe
an avoided danger, while even-numbered ones explain how it was avoided, with the
last iteration (7-9) occupying three lines instead of two'*?, Here, similarly to CN 19, 9,
the bishop is able to avoid negative feelings by way of his meek attitude, promoting
“peace” (Sayna) and showing “love” (hubba) to his parishioners!**, However, the danger
avoided in CN 17, 8 is not a loss of authority by the bishop, but “the slander which
brings turmoil” (mékal qarsé da-mdawwed, 7)—namely, a problem of harmony inside
the community.

The theme is reprised at CN 21, 12, where Ephrem advises caution in receiving
“bad rumours” (tebba bisa, CN 21, 12, 1), an expression alluding to slanders or allega-
tions that someone had behaved sinfully'®, In this case, the bishop is advised to verify
the source of the information. And even if the source happens to be reliable, Ephrem’s
advice is to pray for the soul of the sinner and to take on his penance in his stead: tears

led astray by the dissolute, // you shan’t give yourself to anyone, / lest you be downtrodden by the bold, //
keep your hand from the false, / lest he gather thorns with your hand: // be both removed and present. /
Blessed is he who’s near even when he is far!”

192 Only line 6 deviates from the scheme, presenting the consequence, instead of the cause of the avoid-
ed danger.

193 The connotations of lines 1-4 of the stanza are partially lost in an English translation: Ephrem
employs the same metaphor for the danger and its remedy, so that the remedy appears as a kind of re-
taliation or homoeopathic cure. Thus, “jealousy” (tnana) is “quenched” (d‘tka)—a verb employed most-
ly for flames—thanks to the “burning” (metgawzal) of “love” (hubba, a word coming from root h-b-b,
“to burn”); “fury” (hemta), a word that can also mean “venom” and “inflammation” (see Payne Smith
1879-1901, 1299, s.v. =&=ass; I rendered it with “bile”), is rendered void by peace “dripping” (rasem),
a verb connected with dew (rsama), so that peace can be intended either as the water quenching the
“inflammation” of fury or as a beneficial fluid instead of poison. Given this parallelism between 1-2 and
3-4, Isuggest correcting the kaf affixed to the word hemta (1) with an alap. In fact, the reading with kaf,
namely hemt-ak, makes no sense: in this context the second-person singular of the affix pronoun -ak
can only be Bishop Abraham; if the possessive were subjective, meaning “the fury you have”, then the
sentence would contradict line 2, which says that Abraham is completely devoted to peace, and it would
also break the parallelism, because it is clear that fnana at line 3 can only be jealousy against Abraham;
but if the pronoun were objective, meaning “the fury against you”, then it is difficult to explain why
Ephrem would have employed the affix here and not in the case of tnana, breaking the nice symmetry
of these lines and garbling the sense of the clause (because the subjective meaning would seem more
obvious grammatically). After all, even though Beck prints the word with the kaf; he still refrains from
translating it (“Das Zurnen hat bei dir seine Schérfe verloren, Beck 1961b, 56). This section of the poems
is transmitted in a single manuscript (Beck’s E; see Beck 1961a, 45, apparatus criticus); I could not see the
manuscript; hence, I cannot be certain of the concrete position of the word in relation to the others on
the page; however, it is noteworthy that the first words of the two previous lines (CN 13, 7, 9 and 10) both
ended with kaf and that the word after hemta, lwat-ak, ended with taw-kaf, all factors that could have
contributed to such a slip of the scrivener.

194 Tebba means “fame”, “rumour”. It is used of the reputation of a person notably in the Peshitta trans-
lation of Ruth 2:5, where Greek has tivog 1) vedvig adtn; and Hebrew lo-mi han-na‘dra haz-z’ot, whereas
Syriac has ma tebb-ah d-‘ulaymta hade. The first two give an idea of possession, while the Peshitta is
more generic, as if Boaz were asking: “what is known/what does people say about this girl?”.
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(dem‘e, 3), prayer (neb‘on, 5), fasting (sawma, 6) and a contrite countenance (b-hassa,
7) define the exercise of penance, which should bring about the sinner’s repentance
(d-netpne ba-tyabtita, 9). There is here the same idea found in Gregory’s poem, where he
imagined the bishop calling forth the sinner’s tears through his own tears: the hishop
has the power to take on part of the penance of others and should do so®*. What is
different from Gregory, is Ephrem’s mention of other people assisting the bishop in this
task, people whom he calls “discerning” (parose, 5) and “educated” (yaddii ‘e, 6) and who
should be part of the bishop’s “pen” (dayra, 7). Since this last word seems to be used as
a synonym for “clergy” at CN 17, 3, 3 (see §2.2.1.1), and given what we know of Syrian
asceticism in the time of Ephrem (§1.2.1; §3.2.1), it is likely that Ephrem advocates for
the sharing of information with the clergy and the educated ascetics (such as he was), so
that these might shoulder a part of the burden of the sinner and pray for him, being the
spiritual elite of the community. In this context, the bishop seems to act as an “ascetic-
in-chief”, coordinating the spiritual powers of local ascetics with the spiritual needs of
the community and fighting the good fight in the first lines.

However, the fact that Ephrem has to advise this course of action presupposes
that alternatives were possible. Indeed, two stanzas adjacent to those concerned with
slander (CN 17, 9 and CN 21, 13) betray the presence of alternative viewpoints: Ephrem
exhorts the bishop to be careful in accepting advice, choosing the people around him
cautiously. The two stanzas are structurally identical: four propositions with the imper-
fect in the second person, expressing a wish or advice, occupy the odd-numbered lines,
while the even-numbered are occupied by subordinates, negative finals in CN 21, 13,
and a comparative and two relatives at CN 17, 9; as usual, the last proposition is one line
longer and, at CN 17, 9, a bit different. There is even some correspondence in meaning,
because lines 1-2 of each stanza refer to the topic of advice, lines 3-4 to “going” with
someone, and lines 5-6 to seeing or avoiding someone, and the last three lines warn
against giving credit to slanderers. Even if the sense of lines 1-2 of CN 17, 9 and CN 21,
13 is the opposite, with the former exhorting to give advice, the latter to not receive bad
advice, the verb is the same: the bishop should “give” (tettel) advice and not “give” his
ear to bad advice. The expression “lend your foot” in CN 21, 13, 3 is a metonymy with
the same sense as “go with” at CN 17, 9, 3: both echo the biblical metaphor of “walking”
as “behaving” and “walking with someone” as “imitating someone’s behaviour”'%. The
ideas of “avoiding” (te‘rtiq) and “not give oneself to” of lines 5-6 of each stanza are also
very similar.

The main difference is that CN 17, 9 employs two biblical exempla, whereas CN 21,
13 uses none. The first, positive example is Jethro, Moses’s father-in-law and a “priest”
(kumra) of the Midianites (Ex. 18:1), who advised the prophet to give laws and delegate

195 Rapp 2005, 72-90, where the theme is abundantly analysed, especially for holy men and ascetics.
The relevant scriptural passage is Gal. 6:2.

196 Cf. Gen. 5:24; Lev. 26:27-28; 2Chron. 22:3; Ps. 1:1; 81:12; Prov. 1:15; 4:14; also in Gregory: o0 pev £yw
kelvotav [bad bishops] . . . ouvoditng (I1, 1, 13, 203-204).
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judging activities to leaders in the populace instead of sitting himself all day in judge-
ment (Ex. 18). The comparison with a priest is apt, but Ephrem paradoxically compares
Jethro’s counselling “among the Hebrews” (bét-‘ebrayé) with the bishop’s counselling
“In his people” (b-gaw ‘amm-ak), the former being a foreigner and outsider, the latter a
part of the community. It remains meaningful that Jethro’s counsel is to delegate jurid-
ical power, anticipating CN 18, 11. The negative example is Rehoboam: Solomon’s heir
refused the counsel of elder advisors in favour of younger courtiers, thereby impos-
ing a heavier yoke on the people and bringing about the schism between the tribes of
Judah and Benjamin, led by the House of David, and the tribes of Israel (1Reg. 12). This
story is rich in links with Ephrem’s situation: the opposition between elder and younger
advisors is played out at CN 21, 10; the theme of hard or meek rule was very relevant,
as Valgash demonstrated (see §4.2), and, finally, schism was a very present possibility
in Ephrem’s time. Since these lines are addressed to the bishop, who probably knew
his Bible, it is not to be believed that Ephrem’s allusions, though not so evident, went
unnoticed; on the contrary, they are carefully chosen to anticipate and defend other
propositions he is going to advance.

What this repeated theme implies is that the bishop was frequently assisted in
his decision making—though it is not clear if the assistance was actively sought by the
prelate or was spontaneous—and also that differing pieces of advice were proposed on
the same topics, since Ephrem does care to distinguish “beneficial” (melké d-‘udrana, CN
17,9, 8) from “envious” (melke da-hsama, CN 17, 9, 9) advice. Indeed, he goes on to thank
God for “discernment” (buyyand, CN 17, 9, 10) in the same stanza: if there is discern-
ment, there must be differences among which to discern. Which real-life dynamics were
addressed by Ephrem’s remarks is difficult to see. One tends to think that when Ephrem
wishes for discerning advisors to the bishop, he is really trying to gain influence on the
bishop for the group of the “discerning” and “educated” (parose, yaddii‘e, CN 21, 12, 5-6),
of which he might have been part. However, this is just a guess, and we cannot infer from
the texts the composition and differences of the bishop’s advisors: we can only suppose
that there were different advisors and that Ephrem endeavoured to be one of them.

To wrap up the theme of influence on the bishop, which in Ephrem takes the form
of the contrast between good advice and slander, I mention CN 21, 10: here, Ephrem rec-
ommends that the new bishop discipline his congregation as regards language, letting
only the elder members speak. The poet’s formulation preserves echoes of Paul’s polem-
ics with the community in Corinth'’. This stanza shows a very concrete side of the bish-
op’s spiritual leadership: Ephrem calls the bishop to discipline language, preemptively

197 Beck 1961b, 69 correctly points to 1Cor. 14:23 (“If, therefore, the whole church be come together into
one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers, will
they not say that ye are mad?”) because of the identity of verb between Paul’s “come in” (nelon) and
Ephrem’s “who comes to you” (d-‘ayel séd-ayk). The verb is quite generic, but the situations of the two
passages are remarkably similar: the theme is the proper order in speaking publicly and the argument
brought forth is that the community should behave as if an outsider were present. Interestingly, Paul
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selecting the voices to be heard and the “order” (tukkasa, 4) in which they should be
heard. An interesting detail of this stanza is the reference to “the stranger” (nukraya, 3)
observing the order in the community, and this for two reasons.

The first is the clear witness given by this line to Ephrem’s interest in the commu-
nity’s reputation with outsiders, for the word nukraya is used not only for “stranger”
in an ethnic or linguistic sense (“foreign”) but also for someone or something outside
the Christian community or the Christian doctrine; therefore, it could here allude to
the reputation enjoyed by Ephrem’s community with other communities (pagans, Jews,
heretics)!%®. Gregory had the same preoccupation as regards the moral worth of the
bishop, while Ephrem employs the argument vis-a-vis the behaviour of the whole com-
munity, to stress the hishop’s responsibility in disciplining speech. As for Gregory, so
for Ephrem the argument serves to counter intra-Christian opposition: in the case of
Gregory, having a good reputation among pagans disarmed those who thought that
baptism and ordination where enough to completely cleanse a formerly immoral
person, while for Ephrem it serves to underpin traditional social hierarchies (such
as the superiority of elder people). The basic mechanism is the same: the occasional
reminder of the bishop’s mission to convert pagans (or at least protect the reputation
of the church) made the bishop beholden to an authority of sorts, which was neutral to
intra-Christian disputes and bound the bishop to a stricter observance than what might
be admitted in a purely Christian context. However, if Gregory’s use of the trope was
addressed against a relaxed approach to moral scrutiny and the sacraments, Ephrem’s
insistence on the good order of the community should imply the presence of disorder.
Bearing in mind that any inference from these texts to reality has limited validity in the
absence of external sources, one could infer from this stanza that there was a group
inside the community perceived to be threatening traditional hierarchies. A good fit for
this role may be a group of ascetics with a strong charismatic attitude, defying socially
accepted norms of speech.

A second reason for interest in lines 3-4 is that the idea of the stranger “coming”
to the community and observing its order seems to imply a context of communal delib-
eration. For, taken by themselves, the remarks on the correct order of speech may he
construed as metaphorical: the question would be not who talks first and who is second,
but to whom the bishop gives preeminence in his decisions and whom he chooses to
neglect. However, the presence of the stranger suggests a concrete situation. Ephrem
seems to refer to occasions on which members of the community may have voiced their
opinions in the presence of the bishop, who therefore had the task of regulating such
assemblies. Again, all of this is highly uncertain in the absence of other sources, but it is
worth formulating hypotheses and taking the texts seriously.

envisages clearly an assembly context for his remark (“If, therefore, the whole church be come together
(tetkannas) into one place”). This could be a clue that Ephrem, too, has an assembly context in mind.
198 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2380, s.v. =sinau.
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3.1.4.4 The bishop as teacher of ascetic virtues

Until now, I have examined texts highlighting the modes of the bishop’s discipline of
the community—namely, meekness and discernment in accepting advice. Yet Ephrem
addresses also the content of the bishop’s disciplinary actions, the virtues he should
help his community to develop. His treatment is much more extended than Gregory’s,
who devoted only one passage to the theme; both groups of poems (CN 13-16 and CN
17-21) underline always the necessity for the bishop to set an example, but they differ
in the specific contents of the bishop’s teaching.

Among the poems about Abraham, CN 21 is the most detailed as regards moral dis-
cipline: it begins with biblical examples of vices overcome (CN 21, 1-2), then compares
Abraham with those examples (CN 21, 3—-4). After a stanza reminding the bishop of his
duty to lead all categories of the community according to their specific needs (CN 21, 5),
Ephrem develops in detail the kind of discipline Nisibis’s community requires, partly
through a reprise of the biblical examples introduced earlier:
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199 “May gluttony succumb to your fasting, / as with the fasting of Daniel; // May lust be ashamed before
your body, / as when it was ashamed before Joseph; // May greed succumb to you, / as when it succumbed
before Simon; // you can bind on earth like him, / and you can loose on high in his manner, // since your
faith is like his. / Blessed is he who handed to you his ministry!”
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These stanzas are organised in a chiastic structure, with the first and last (6 and 9)
reprising biblical examples already introduced and exhorting the bishop to remedy the
different vices they represent, while the two stanzas in the middle (7-8) focus on the
particular vice the bishop should address.

Stanza 6 has a parallel in stanza 3, because they share a similar structure and the
same theme, the bishop’s victory over vices. Both stanzas are divided into two parts: lines
1-6 present three imperfect verbs wishing for the uprooting of a vice (in the odd-num-
bered lines, built in parallel in both stanzas) and three biblical examples related to
the vice in question (positive examples in stanza 3, negative ones in stanza 6). The last
examples are each expanded, and they occupy the remaining lines (7-9), according to
Behagel’s law of increasing terms?”. It is also significant that in stanza 3 the last positive
example is Simon Peter, praised for his refusal to sell the Spirit to Simon Magus (Act.
8:20), while in stanza 6 the last negative example is Judas Iscariot, who sold Jesus. It is
clear that Peter and Judas form a contrasting diptych, signalling the parallel between
stanzas 3 and 6. From the point of view of meaning, both stanzas underline that the
overcoming of vices in the community is due to the personal virtue of the bishop: it is by
exercising virtue that the bishop teaches virtue: lines 1, 3, and 5 of stanza 3 wish for the
uprooting of vices “from” (men) a virtue of the bishop: “from your fasting” (men sawm-
ak), “from your body” (men pagr-ak), and “from you” (menn-ak). The principle is the
same atlines 1, 3, and 5 of stanza 6, though here the preposition is “with”, “through” (b-).

200 “Through your poverty may / the heinous habit [‘yada] of the likes of Gehazi end, // through your
chastity may / the impure habit [‘yada] of the likes of Eli cease, // through your harmony may / the false
peace coming from the lips // of the false Iscariot fade. / Remould all over our thoughts, // fashion them
from top anew. / Blessed is he who in your crucible refines us! /// In your tenure may Mammon be
ashamed, / who was master of our freedom, // may fade from us the illness, / to which we were accus-
tomed [’a7d] and consenting: // destroy the causes that preserve / our customs [‘yade] full of detriment!
/| Wickedness acquired us [qnat-an] by habit [ba-‘yadal, | may goodness acquire us [teqne-n] by habit
[ba-‘yada]: /| be, Excellence, the cause of our relief! / Blessed is he who chose you for our salvation!
/Il May bad habits [ ‘yade] be interrupted, / may the church not acquire wealth, // that she may be able to
acquire souls, / and if she is able to do this, ’tis a wonder! // Let not the departed be buried, / cutting off
hope, as heathens do, // amidst clothes, wails, and mourning, / when the living wears a tunic, // and the
departed a whole trunk of clothes. / Blessed is he who made us return to our dust! /// Lust is the cause
of wickedness, / together with the gluttony of the likes of Eli // and the thievery of the likes of Gehazi /
and the insolence of the likes of Nabal. // Block these heinous fountains, / lest they flow abundantly, //
and filth come from them, / which might reach with its blurs even you: // aye, Our Lord, shut their flow!
/ Blessed is he who dried their sources!”

201 See Best 2007, 82.
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Stanza 9 reprises the theme, but in a different manner. It reprises the examples of
Gehazi and the sons of Eli, symbolizing, respectively, greed and the double vices of glut-
tony and lust. In this case, Ephrem envisages the opposite process, where it is not the
bishop’s morality elevating the morality of the community, but the community’s immo-
rality that can infect the bishop. The stanza serves as a stern warning after Ephrem
has explained in the two previous stanzas what the bishop should do. Taking together
stanzas 3, 6, and 9, we have three different lists of vices: gluttony, lust, and greed (stanza
3), greed, lust, and lies (stanza 6), lust, gluttony, greed (i.e., “thievery”), and insolence
(stanza 9). That lust should enjoy such a prominence is no surprise, since the weight of
Encratite tendencies in Syriac Christianity is generally known to modern scholarship®®?,
Gluttony can be linked to the special importance that Ephrem (and, presumably, his
community) conferred on fasting?®, The other item appearing in all lists is greed: its
prominence aptly frames stanzas 7 and 8, which deal with facets of this vice.

Regarding the biblical examples employed, it is worth noting Ephrem’s moral-
izing reading of the biblical narrative, attributing merits and sins on the basis of an
ascetic moral code. One would be justified in reading Peter’s and Judas’s behaviour
as expressions of a moral success or failure in resisting a passion: Peter refuses to sell
the Spirit to Simon Magus, and in this sense he resisted greed. Nabal and Gehazi are
clearly characterised by the biblical text as morally reprehensible: Nabal is repeatedly
qualified as insolent, unmannered, and violent (1Sam. 25:3; 25); Gehazi’s vice is clearly
avarice (2Reg. 5:20-27). By contrast, the ascetic reading of Daniel and Joseph—though
traditional—is partial, while Ephrem’s interpretation of the trespass of the sons of Eli
egregiously oversteps the logic of the biblical text. Joseph’s reasons for declining the
advances of Potiphar’s wife are given at Gen. 39:9: he refers to abuse his master’s trust,
to violate the rights of the husband over his wife, and, finally and generically, to commit
a “great sin against God”. Daniel refuses the Babylonian king’s food “so as not to defile
himself” (Dan. 1:8), a clause interpreted as referring either to the rules of Kashrut or
to the fact that the meat served for the king could have been sacrificed to the idols?%:
in one case we would have a ritual obligation; in the other the rejection of idolatry;
and, in both cases, the undertone would be of Jewish particularism in the face of a
gentile power; gluttony and fasting are by no means at the forefront of the passage.
However, it must be noted that the Peshitta formulation of Dan. 1:8 elides the reference
to defilement, leaving more space for a moralistic interpretation. The transgressions of
the sons of Eli are narrated at 1Sam. 2:12-17 (eating the fat part of offerings, which was
destined to God) and 22 (lying with temple servants). It is true that 1Sam. 2:12 describes
the character of Eli’s sons negatively, but their transgressions are primarily transgres-

202 See, for example, Vodbus 1958, 69-73.
203 Voobus 1958, 84-85; see the cycle of poems Ephrem devoted to fasting (Beck’s De ieiunio).
204 Merrill Willis 2018, 1251.
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sions against God, because they disrespected the ritual orders and purity God required
(1Sam. 2:12-13; 17; 25). Gregory employs their example in one of our poems:

Q¢ 6¢ xal HAeldnow énéxpae Avypog 6Aebpog,

‘HAei8aig, T papyov &yov voov. H yap EBaArov

Ovy tepag maapag iep®v kaBUmepBe AefTwVv. (130)
0V8¢ uév 008’ HAel XOAov EKQUYEV, GAAG Kal AUTOV

0vy 60in yaotnp naidwv éxdrepe Sikatov,

Kati ep det Bploavta oveldeiolg énéeaaty.

(I1, 1, 13, 128-133)

Thus even the Helids seized a baneful fate,

the sons of Heli, for their greedy mind. Yea, they’d lay

unholy hands on the holy kettles. (130)
Nor did Heli escape the wrath, but even him

the ungodly belly of his sons vexed, though he was righteous

and laden with words of rebuke for them.

Gregory’s version clearly states the ritualistic nature of the transgression of Eli’s sons
(Ovy lepag maAdpac, 130; Ovy ocin yaotnp, 132), which is the point of his comparing
them with unworthy people being elected bishops; but he, like Ephrem, attributes glut-
tony to them as a motive (6tL udpyov €yov vdov, 129; Ovy 6acin yaotip, 132; and see
Ephrem, Jul. Saba 23, 19).

Stanza 7 clarifies that greed is the main problem of Ephrem’s community. Two dif-
ferent metaphors are woven together in this text: on one side, greed, personified as the
god Mammon, has captured the Nisibenes and keeps them enslaved (1-2; 7-8), so that
the bishop should buy them back from the evil deity; on the other, greed is described
as an illness (kéba, 3), whose causes the bishop should cure (5). The stanza also bridges
the previous and the next one, which develops the theme of “habit” (‘yada). In stanza
6 two vices (greed and lust) had already been qualified as “habits” (2; 4), but stanza 7
extensively develops this idea and explains that greed, though an illness, still plagues the
community because of habit, which has made the vice even pleasurable (4). However,
this habit remains detrimental (6). What is interesting is that the remedy for bad habit is
good habits (7-8), in a mutual relationship, which Ephrem describes with the metaphor
of commerce. The meaning of the metaphor is that bad habits cannot be simply lost, but
must instead be exchanged for good ones, and that the passage from bad to good habits is
gradual and proportional—that is, the more one progresses in virtue, the more one loses
in vice. Yet if only habit can overcome habit, then the way to virtue, on which the bishop
must lead the community, is a way of training and exercise—also known as ascesis*®.

205 The conceptualisation of vice as a habit remaining even after purification is employed also by Greg-
ory: see §3.3.2.1. In both cases, it stems from Aristotle’s description of virtues and vices as habits that
provide virtuous or wicked actions of pleasure or pain, description found at Aristot. eth. Nic. 1104a-b.
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Stanza 8 addresses two concrete points in which greed should be overcome. First,
the church should be poorer, privileging spiritual gains over earthly ones (1-4). Even
if the argument seems a case of generic moralism, given Ephrem’s insistence on greed
in this poem, something else may be at play. It seems reasonable to link the theme of
greed in these first stanzas—and especially the remark on the riches of the church in
stanza 8—with stanzas 14-15: there, Ephrem expresses the hope that the new emperor
(Jovian) will put an end to the “greedy” (yane, CN 21, 14, 5). These stanzas allude to
plundering (CN 21, 14, 3-4) and thefts (CN 21, 15, 5-9) in the recent past, likely during
Julian’s time, and Ephrem believes these will end with Jovian. In stanzas 16-17, the poet
explains why persecution under Julian was beneficial and why the new era of peace and
authority for the church is more detrimental than persecution. In this context, lines 1-4
of stanza 8 might be read as part of Ephrem’s admonitions against a “relaxed” peace,
“the false peace [§lama nkila] coming from the lips / of the false Iscariot” (CN 21, 6, 6-7).
The theme of false peace, or “ungrateful” peace, is prominent in the Carmina Nisibena
proper (CN 1-21): Ephrem developed the theme originally in reference to the Persian
sieges, but here it is repurposed for the end of Julian’s persecution. The idea is that
hard times make for better Christians, while in good times the community shows itself
disloyal to the vows made to God in the time of trial*®®. Therefore, Ephrem admonishes
the church not to slip into the greedy abuses perpetrated by her enemies during Julian’s
reign. It is interesting to note that this ambivalent sentiment vis-a-vis persecution, with
its ramifications in the desire for a church disengaged from mundane logic, is one of the
building blocks of fourth-century monasticism?”.

The remaining lines of stanza 8 (5-9) deplore excess and luxury during funerals.
The immediate model of the passage is 1Thess. 4:13, stigmatizing excessive mourn-
ing as un-Christian, specifically because it shows a lack of hope in the resurrection®®,
However, whereas Paul mentions only lamentations among the excessive customs,
Ephrem stresses expenditures and luxuries devoted to the dead. This may make us
think of the competition between families and the problem of ostentation in ancient
cities?®, but instead of these traditional motives for antiluxury polemic, Ephrem puts
forth a characteristically Christian one: dissipation for funerals jarringly contradicts
the Christian’s duty to help the poor, because, paradoxically, “the living wears a tunic,

206 See CN 2,7-9; 14; CN 3, 5-6; 8-12; CN 4, 13-14; CN 5, 15; 17-18; CN 6, 10; CN 7, 1; 7, 8; CN 9, 16; CN
10, 17-18; CN 11, 9-10; 19; CN 13, 16, 5-6; §4.1.2.

207 For a critical collection of ancient texts (Greek and Latin) on the topic see Malone 1950. Vodbus
1958, 88-90 refers to military imagery in early Syriac asceticism, but the theme of martyrdom is con-
spicuously absent. See also below, §3.2.

208 “As the others, who have no hope (d-sabra layt I-hon)” (1Thess. 4:13); “cutting off hope (ba-psaq
sabra), as heathens do” (CN 21, 8, 6). Note Ephrem’s metaphorical rewriting through psaqa “cut, inci-
sion” of Paul’s plain phrase.

209 For luxury and sumptuary laws in Archaic Greece: Van Wees 2018; in ancient Rome, cf. the Mélang-
es de Ecole Frangaise de Rome, Antiquité 128.1, 2016. For legal limits to ostentation during funerals in
Greece: Hauser/Kierdorf 2006.
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/ and the departed a whole trunk of clothes” (CN 21, 8, 8-9). Ephrem’s formulation
implies, though not explicitly, that it is the bishop’s duty to make sure such displays do
not happen. In this regard, the bishop acts almost as an old Roman censor, although
with dissimilar motivations.

The bishop’s main instrument in amending his parishioners’ ways is his own
example, and CN 21 has already made this very clear. The idea had been employed in
the poems on Valgash, too, and with much more insistence, as it constituted an essential
part of Ephrem’s argument defending the bishop from criticism:

mihcuars haale i 1 o rain 3
~Hhosm mhavsins DR hasumaa
~a\a. mh=aioa

mNoiwnas haasia mhama=nin rén;lv o 4
s s am wars ;i soara
(CN 15, 3-4) M0\ s éa iavy
masaian yhasas\a a\laa ,):\cﬁ.-:nQ ~<m
mhamams hasaila oharaas haslrla
(CN 16, 20) M phoians shaasa\a

These stanzas, two of which open Ephrem’s defence of Valgash, while the third closes
it in the following poem, posit a link between the bishop’s personal conduct and the
community, either exhorting the faithful to imitate the bishop (CN 15, 3-4) or stating the
aptness of the bishop’s gift to the characters of the congregation (CN 16, 20). The rhetor-
ical function of such expressions—Ilike that of the metaphor of the mirror (§2.2.3)—is
to exonerate the bishop from the moral failings of his community, highlighting the role
of the faithful in trying to imitate the leader. Through this construct, each instance of
praise for the bishop exacerbates the blame on the community, who could not imitate
such an outstanding example.

However, I am not treating these stanzas here for the mode of teaching, but for the
content, and these texts are in fact a carefully constructed list of virtues, marked out by
the reprise-with-variations in CN 16, 20 of the items in CN 15, 3: the binomial “stillness”
(Salyuta)-“serenity” (Sapyuta) (CN 15, 3, 2) becomes “humility” (makkikita)-“stillness”
(Salyata) (CN 16, 20, 3); the “kindliness” (bassimiita) and “meekness” (nthita) of CN 15, 3,

210 “O limbs, imitate the head: / acquire stillness [Salyzta] in his serenity [Sapyiit-eh], // and kindliness
[bassimuita] in his meekness [nihiit-eh], / in his holiness [gaddistt-eh] splendour [zahyital, // and in his
wisdom [hekmt-eh] instruction [yullpana]. /// Acquire discretion [ta‘ma] in his modesty [rmisit-eh] / and
sobriety [nakputal] in his seriousness [yaqqirit-eh], // and solitude [Sizhada] in his poverty [meskeniit-eh]:
/ because he is fair all in all, / may we all be made fair by all of him.

211 "Here is his nourishment for my adulthood, / his exegeses for my discernment, // his humility [mak-
kikut-eh] for my stillness [Salyut-(y)], / his kindliness [bassimiit-eh] for my meekness [nihit-(y)], // his
seriousness [yaqqiriit-eh] for my sobriety [nakpiit-(y)]!”
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3 are inverted at CN 16, 20, 4 between bishop and community; “seriousness” (yaqqirita)
and “sobriety” (nakpita) from CN 15, 4, 2 are reprised identically at CN 16, 20, 5. The
shared nature of these virtues is their ascetic origin and outlook.

Ephrem mentions two of the three fundamental virtues of the Syriac ascetic, “chas-
tity” (qaddisuta, zahytta, and nakptta) and “poverty” (meskeniita); with the addition of
sobriety in eating, we would have the three virtues contrary to the vices of CN 21 (lust,
greed, and gluttony), but, although Syriac Christianity deemed fasting very important,
even CN 21 gave more importance to lust and greed than gluttony?'2 In addition to
these fundamental virtues, others are associated with ascetics. The most important is
“solitude” (suhada), a word derived from the root y-h-d, which gives the keyword of
Syrian monasticism, thidaya, meaning “solitary”, “anchorite”?'3, Comparing this list of
virtues with the poems transmitted under Ephrem’s name and dedicated to the ancho-
rites Abraham Kidunaia and Julian Saba, we find even more analogies: not only solitude
(CN 15, 4, 3 and Iul. Saba 2, 13, 2; Iul. Saba 23, 22) and chastity (CN 15, 3, 4; 4, 2; CN 16,
20, 5 and Abr: Kid. 8, 15, 2; 23, 3; Iul. Saba 2, 15, 5; 16, 2; Iul. Saba 23, 24, 2) are associated
with the ascetics’ lives, but also wisdom (hekmta, CN 15, 3, 5 and Abr. Kid. 8, 26, 4; 30, 4;
Iul. Saba 15, 1, 2; refrain), instruction (yullpana, CN 15, 3, 5 and Abr. Kid. 8, 7, 1; 11, 3),
discretion (ta‘ma, CN 15, 4, 1 and Abr: Kid. 8, 15, 4), seriousness (yaqqiritda, CN 15, 4, 2;
CN 16, 20, 5 and Iul. Saba 15, 3, 1), humility (makkikata, CN 16, 20, 3 and Iul. Saba 2, 13,
5; 15, 3; the whole Iul. Saba 11; Iul. Saba 23, 24, 1), and the almost untranslatable virtue
of Sapyuta (CN 15, 3, 2 and Abr: Kid. 8, 23, 3; Iul. Saba 2, 16, 5)***. Even mildness, or meek-
ness (bassimiita), a virtue so characteristically episcopal, is shared with ascetics (CN 15,
3,3; CN 16, 20, 4 and Abr. Kid. 8, 10, 3; Iul. Saba 2, 15, 4; 16, 3; Iul. Saba 15, 3, 2; Iul. Saba

212 Voohus 1958, 84-86, on the importance of fasting and poverty. Aphrahat too stresses the importance
of fasting for the ascetic at dem. 6, 1 (“let him prepare as offerings for the King desirable fruits, fast and
prayer”); 8 (“let him be diligent in fast and in prayer”).

213 On the importance of this word see Griffith 1993.

214 Referred to a surface, the adjective §pe means “plain”, “smooth”, “flat”; for a liquid, it means “pure”,
“limpid”, “clear” both because “unmixed” and because it has not been stirred; therefore, it is “calm”,
“peaceful”. Metaphorically, the term is employed of human character, and it can denote a “clear” mind,
as antonym of “confused”, “muddied”; it can denote a “peaceful”, “calm” character; it can denote “sim-
plicity” or “sincerity”—that is, absence of deceit and doublethink (see Payne Smith 1879-1901, 4258-
4259, 4261-4262, s.wv. hauar .~av). Here, I have brought together only passages with words of the
same root, but one could multiply the examples taking also synonyms into account (which are the back-
bone of Ephrem’s poetry), as, for example, the root p-§-t, meaning “simplicity” and recurring frequently
in the poems on the two hermits; or Salyita (CN 15, 3, 2; CN 16, 20, 3), meaning “quiet”, “silence”, which
corresponds to the word Setqa “silence” (see, for example, Abr: Kid. 8, 1, 1).
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23, 24, 3)*">, Finally, the chain of biblical examples Ephrem used at CN 21 to explain the
bishop’s moral activity is repeated for Julian Saba (Iul. Saba 23, 19, 2—4)*'S,

In sum, the content of the bishop’s moral teaching should consist, according to
Ephrem, mostly of ascetic virtues, which he must teach first and foremost through his
personal example. Among the preoccupations of the poet, two have the most impor-
tance: greed and the fight for the attention of the bishop. Both problems have the
potential to escalate and endanger the community, since greed may arouse grudges in
non-Christians or envy internally, whereas if a liar or a slanderer had the bishop’s ear at
his disposal, he could deal heavy damages to the concord of the community.

3.1.5 Conclusion

The Ephremian overlapping of ascetic and episcopal virtues leads us naturally to the
next theme—namely, the relationship between bishops and asceticism, especially those
monastic experiences which became a force to be reckoned with in the fourth century.
But before treating this new theme, it is worthwhile to review the general lines of the
survey on episcopal leadership first, then to offer a synthetic picture of the bishops as
characters, as they emerge from these poems.

Episcopal leadership is the fundamental theme of our poems, their raison d’étre:
at the basis of the effort to put the bishops in poetry lies the conviction that moulding
the bishops means moulding the destiny of the church, since the bishops are entrusted
with ecclesiastical leadership. Therefore, this is the main facet of their ministry that
concerns our poems. Gregory expresses this interest explicitly, developing a historical
analysis of the church: the times of the apostles have passed, and church leaders cannot
be simpleminded anymore, because theological disputes and moral decline threaten the
faith and require specialised treatment. Therefore, bishops should possess a theological
formation, enabling them to teach orthodoxy and dispel heresy. Gregory spends much
time defining this formation, which has an ambiguous relationship with pagan philos-
ophy and draws mostly from the example of Origen. On the other side, moral decline
requires a stern change of direction, in that bishops should be chosen carefully and
after they proved themselves morally worthy. Actually, Gregory does not devote much
attention to the kind of moral discipline the bishops should enforce: in a single passage,

215 These features, more linked with an ascetic attitude than with an ascetic practice, are also stressed
by Aphrahat in his exhortation to ascetics: “let us be humble [makkike] and calm [rmisé]” (Aphr. dem.
6, 1); “let him [the ascetic] be humble [makkike] and calm [rmiseé] and intelligent [mhawwan] and let
his word be peaceful [nyaha] and sweet [basstma] and let his mind be sincere [spée] with everyone” (8).

216 “Like Joseph you did triumph [neshat] even unto your youth / the rust of Giezi did not touch you
/ the filth of the sons of Eli did not adhere to you” (Iul. Saba 23, 19, 2-4). Joseph is mentioned as an ex-
ample of chastity (see CN 21, 3, 3-4), Gehazi represents greed (see CN 21, 6, 1-2; 9, 3) and the sons of Eli
gluttony (see CN 21, 9, 2).
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he lists the vices the bishop should fight against and requires a merciful approach to
penitence. Mercy and meekness, which feature so frequently in contemporary and pre-
vious writings on the bishop, especially in connection to the administration of penance,
are conspicuously absent in Gregory.

Ephrem lacks Gregory’s historical analysis and differs on some crucial points. From
the doctrinal point of view, he too believes that the bishop should be the guarantor of
the orthodoxy and unity of the congregation, and he makes a big deal of the defence of
orthodoxy—although he is much vaguer than Gregory on the concrete points of doc-
trine that should be addressed. However, the Ephremian bishop has an ambiguous rela-
tionship with teaching: good teaching is appreciated as a personal quality and when
the congregation is ready to receive it (as in the case of Valgash), but intellectual prepa-
ration is by no means as important for Ephrem as for Gregory; indeed the bishop may
want to delegate this task to other people, such as deacons like Ephrem, and he would
be wholly right in doing so. Conversely, great effort is given to defining the moral tasks
of the bishop. Here, three points are to be particularly remarked: one in analogy with
Gregory, one in contrast, and a third partly analogous. On the point of moral leadership,
Gregory and Ephrem are absolutely in agreement on the idea that the bishop should
lead first and foremost by example; therefore, he should be an outstanding moral char-
acter. Partly, this idea comes out of their need to defend or attack the real bishops they
speak of, because leadership by example lends credibility and relevance to ad hominem
attacks (or defences). For Gregory, this idea, combined with the requirement of theologi-
cal formation, disqualifies both Maximus and Nectarius and obliquely presents Gregory
himself as the model bishop. For Ephrem, it ensures that the blame of moral failures
in the community is all charged on the community, incapable of following the bishop’s
example. Gregory and Ephrem are dissimilar in the important space Ephrem gives to
episcopal mercy (or meekness, mildness). The Syriac poet does not link it to penance,
because for him it has a much wider role to play: mercy—as opposed to justice and
discipline—is the binding force of the supernatural order; as such, it characterises the
ecclesial community vis-a-vis the state (the Roman Empire), the mature congregation,
which has progressed from its beginnings, the church coming after the carnal Israel.
Therefore, mercy should be the rationale of the bishop’s actions, a concept particularly
developed as regards rumours and advice in the community. Ephrem’s bishop—differ-
ently from Gregory’s—seems always encircled by people reporting rumours and advis-
ing certain kinds of conduct; hence the poet sees it as necessary to admonish the bishop
to be careful in discerning good and bad rumours, useful and evil advice. Mercy should
guide him in this. Finally, Ephrem is clearly persuaded that, since the bishop has to teach
by example, he should adopt an ascetic lifestyle. As we shall see presently, Gregory too
is persuaded that the bishop should be an ascetic, even though the transmission of an
ascetic lifestyle to the rest of the congregation is less apparent in the Greek poet.

Until now I have reviewed the doctrinal implications of Gregory’s and Ephrem’s
poems. Yet at the beginning I underlined the literary nature of the categories of
“liturgy,” “teaching,” and “charity”: one could ask oneself what kind of literary charac-
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ters the bishops in Ephrem’s and Gregory’s poems are. It has already been highlighted
how these categories come from the Christian traditions in which Ephrem and Gregory
operate, whether as the fruit of theological reflection or as literary commonplaces and
imagery (especially from the Bible).

In the case of Gregory, the distinction between theology and literature is more dif-
ficult to draw, because the poet describes either the ideal bishop or bad bishops: bad
bishops will be examined separately (§5.2), but the description of the ideal bishop tends
inevitably to become a reflection on the office of bishop per se. The only filter between
the generic model of bishop and Gregory’s ideal bhishop is Gregory’s own experience,
in the sense that the portrait of the ideal hishop is consciously Gregory’s self-portrait.
Yet this in a certain sense is an unfiltering filter, because Gregory’s aim is precisely to
present himself as the ideal bishop, so that deviation from the theological model and
individualisation are in no way desirable. In this context, Gregory’s construction of an
ideal bishop and his construction of a poetic self-portrait are one and the same thing,
and distinguishing when the theological ideal influences the autobiography and when
autobiography influences the theological ideal is almost impossible (see §5.1). In any
case, the bishop of his poetry is most of all a teacher of virtue and a priestly media-
tor between God and mankind, very similar to the late antique philosopher, uniting
theurgy, asceticism, scholarly effort, and public engagement, albeit as an outsider to the
society he aims to mould.

A similar phenomenon is apparent in Ephrem’s CN 17-21, where the new bishop,
Abraham, is flooded with the whole range of advice and ideal representations of the
bishop that tradition put at Ephrem’s disposal. What is said of Abraham here could
be said of any good bishop. The only really personal element to Abraham is his young
age, which, however, is irrelevant to the present categories of liturgy, teaching, and
charity. CN 13-16 are totally different: first of all, because they are concerned with
three different bishops who were mostly good but also well known by Ephrem’s
public, which meant that he could simply superimpose an abstract model on their
personalities; second, because Ephrem was not a bishop and was not trying to present
one particular bishop as the ideal bishop, as Gregory does. Therefore, in these poems
we see Ephrem engaging with the traditional features of an ideal bishop in order
to build three different characters, Jacob, Babu, and Valgash. Babu, who is the least
important for the poet, is characterised as the typical charitable bishop, engaged in
material relief for the poor and for war prisoners. Jacob emerges as a forceful charac-
ter, a charismatic yet stern leader for the community, the figure of a founding father.
Finally, Valgash is the one we can see most clearly: scholarly and ascetic, a very good
public speaker, he seems to have a sweet and merciful character. Ephrem assigns
different ideal traits to different hishops in order to represent their individuality to
the community: this is a chiefly literary mechanism, which serves—as we will see at
§4.1—pragmatic aims, too.
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3.2 Bishops and ascetics

There is no doubt that ascetics were one of the most important forces the ecclesiastical
hierarchy had to reckon with in the fourth century. The vulgate story goes like this: After
Constantine’s conversion, the church became more and more entangled with the world,
because of imperial support and the number of new converts. The end of persecutions
spelled also the end of the church as a spiritual elite detached from society because
ready to die for the faith. In reaction to this perceived decadence, individual Christians
of Egypt seceded from society and went to live in the desert, undertaking a life of harsh
renunciation, a daily martyrdom to replace the literal martyrdom of the Christians of
old. Since these Christians lived alone, they were called “monks” (from Gr. povayoc).
Later in the fourth century, besides the lonely life of the anchorites, there developed
also the communitarian life of the coenobites: traditionally, Anthony the Great was held
to be the first anchorite monk, and Pachomius the initiator of coenobitism. A common
trait of these monks would have been their indifference, sometimes even their disdain,
towards the secular clergy, seen as too entangled in the life of this world. But the suspi-
cion was mutual: the ecclesiastical hierarchy would not accept the autonomy and inde-
pendent charisma of these monks, since it threatened the hierarchy’s hold on the Chris-
tian community. Therefore, a variety of conflicts, solutions, and models of coexistence
developed, as witnessed, for example, by Athanasius, Basil, and, later on, Cassiodorus,
Benedict of Nursia, and Gregory the Great?'”. The conflict between secular clergy and
monks would be one of the essential lenses through which to interpret the history of the
church in the passage between antiquity and the Middle Ages.

Though not utterly false, this traditional image is partial and incomplete. The schol-
arship of at least the last fifty years has shown that many points should be corrected
or expanded. This has been done along two main lines: scholars have highlighted geo-
graphic differences against the Egyptian bias of the common notions, and the impor-
tance of Constantine has been somewhat downplayed. Nowadays, the development of
Christian asceticism is seen more as a continuum, beginning before the end of the per-
secutions*®, Monks and clergy are not seen as two monolithic ranks; rather, we know
that a variety of ascetic models as well as many different approaches of the clergy to
ascetics existed. Local traditions played a role, with Syria and Mesopotamia having a
place of their own beside Egypt as creative spawning ground of holy men and ascetic

217 Paradigmatic of this traditional reconstruction is chapter 37 of Gibbon’s History of the Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire. On ascesis substituting martyrdom: Malone 1950; on the trope of the monk
refusing ordination: Sterk 2004, 2-3.

218 This is clear for the Syro-Mesopotamian asceticism described by Vo6bus 1958; as regards Egyptian
asceticism, the pre-Constantinian apotaktikoi have been described and highlighted by Goehring 1999;
moreover, Egyptian monasticism—and the entire life of the church for that matter—was to be deeply
influenced by the works and thought of Origen, in which there is already an ascetic ideology (see Vélker
1931). Finally, an overview of asceticism from the New Testament to Augustine is given by Brown 2008.
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models: more than just the Anthonian anchorite and Pachomian coenobite, we better
appreciate stylites, vagrant ascetics, extravagant penitents, episcopal circles of ascetics,
chaste marriages, educated virgins, aristocratic renunciants, and holy bishops as dif-
ferent, often polemically opposed, models of sanctity®'®. For this reason, even the name
of “monk” is too reductive, and I prefer to use the label “ascetic”, so as not to suggest a
priori an Egyptian influence for our texts®’. What remains true of the traditional image
is that the secular clergy had to come to terms with these different experiences and
that the relationship between the developing asceticism and the hierarchy is one of the
defining features of late antique Christianity. This does not imply that the relationship
was always one of disdain and suspicion, but rather that different attitudes—both from
ascetics and from clergymen—developed, and in many cases the same individual could
conciliate both categories. Our very texts offer abundant information on this aspect,
which forms one of the central themes for both poets.

The relationship between the bishop and other ascetics is treated only in passing,
butitis interesting that both poets presume it to be one of the tasks of the bishop to lead
ascetics. Ephrem, perhaps exaggerating, says that the “flock” (mar1ta) entrusted from
Valgash to his successor Abraham is composed of the fourth and third part of “saints”
(qaddisa), a word concretely meaning “virgin” or “celibate””!. From two stanzas it is
clear that, in Ephrem’s view, the bishop was responsible of the conduct of these celibates,
who are also called “virgins” (btulé and btulata) and “chaste” (nakpata)®**. This depend-
ence on the bishop is clarified by a line in one of these stanzas, in which the bishop is
called to make “the covenant” (qyama) to shine (CN 21, 5, 8), because this reference to
a qyama in relation to ascetics clearly alludes to the institution of the bnay qyama. The

219 Beside Voobus 1958, Goehring 1999 and Brown 2008, one may consult Brown 1971b and Brock
1973 (for the extravagant streak of Syrian asceticism); Sterk 2004 (for the relationship between bishop
and ascetics, and in part. 20-25 for Syro-Mesopotamian asceticism and the passage from urban ascetics
to extravagant asceticism and 25-32, 41-43 for asceticism in Asia Minor, in particular the model of
Eustathius of Sebaste); Griffith 1995 (on Syriac urban ascetics); Harvey 1993 and Harvey 2005 (for the
educated and ascetic women of Syria); Giardina 1994 (for Roman aristocratic women); Gautier 2002,
again Sterk 2004, Rapp 2005 (for holy bishops).

220 See Griffith 1995, 237-238.

221 “Moses committed to Joshua // a sheepfold whose half was wolves, / whereas to you a flock was
entrusted // whose third and fourth part is consecrated [qaddisal. / Blessed is he who adorned your
flock!” (CN 19, 6, 6-10). Beck 1961b, 62n15; cf. Payne Smith 1879-1901, 3501, S.v. ~Zzaaa.

222 “Here is your flock, oh blessed, / rise and tend it, oh diligent! // Jacob ordered the sheepfolds, /
you order these speaking sheep, // make the chaste [btile] shine purely [zahhe dakya’it], / the virgins
[btulata] modestly [nakpa’it], /| establish the priests in splendour, / the powerful in humility, // and the
people in righteousness. / Blessed is he who filled you with understanding!” (CN 19, 3); “Be thou a
crown for priesthood/ and through you be glorified the worship, // be thou a brother for the priests, / a
chief for the deacons, too, // be thou a master for the infancy, / a staff and help for old age, // be thou a
bulwark for the virgins [nakpatal, / may the covenant [gyamal] in your tenure be splendid [netnassahl, /
and the church by your beauty adorned. / Blessed is he who chose you to be a priest!” (CN 21, 5). For
these terms: Voobus 1958, 103-106.



3.2 Bishops and ascetics = 319

“sons (or daughters) of the covenant” differed from Egyptian and later Syrian ascetics
in that they did not forsake the city to live in the uncivilised space of the heath or the
desert; on the contrary, these Christians took up vows of virginity (and likely poverty)
during their baptism and, remaining in the city, served the Christian congregation as
deacons or catechists, which meant that they were beholden to their bishop??.

Ephrem mentions the bishop’s duty towards ascetics in the context of his descrip-
tion of the bishop’s duties to the congregation, in which he carefully distinguishes dif-
ferent categories of members to stress the different approaches a bishop should adopt
in order to help each kind of member become the best possible Christian. Interestingly,
he distinguishes different categories in the community only in the poems on Abraham
(CN 17-21), whereas in the poems on Valgash—except for a reference to ascetics in CN
13, 21 (see §4.3)—he presents the community almost as a monolith. This reflects two dif-
ferent rhetorical strategies: in CN 17-21 Ephrem wants to present/advise the model of
a bishop, an abstract figure encompassing all desirable characteristics of a bishop and
engaging every possible task of a bishop, because Abraham, having just been elected,
does not yet have a particular profile or personality; he is pure potential. With Valgash
(CN 13-16), instead, Ephrem has to take into account the individual gifts and shortcom-
ings of an experienced bishop, and, most of all, he has to defend him before the commu-
nity. Moreover, avoiding distinction inside the community is in keeping with Ephrem’s
strategy for solving its internal conflict (§4.2).

Gregory seems to reference a similar duty to lead ascetics, but his motivations are
completely different. Having forcefully presented the argument against the ordination
of neophytes because of their lack of preparation (I, 1, 12, 541-569), he adds that such
unqualified ordinations are nonsensical because the new bishop would find himself
leading people who are much more progressed in the faith and much saintlier (II, 1,
12, 570-574 and again 637-641)***, Gregory introduces this argument for its cogency as
well as to compare the ascetic (575-609) and the worldly bishop (610-633), a compel-
ling jab against his rival Nectarius. However, it is unclear from the text alone whether
this argument refers to a concrete situation in the churches of Constantinople and of
Nazianzus or whether the idea of the bishop guiding and teaching the ascetic is derived
only from Nectarius’s replacement of Gregory on the episcopal seat.

223 Griffith 1995, 233; see also Véobus 1958, 97-103; Nedungatt 1973; Sterk 2004, 20-45; Harvey 2005,
128-130.

224 TI6G 8¢ oV BAEnMwy kdtw / Todtov pévovta T00 Oeol mapaotdatny, / Yyavyevelg e kat Bpovwv
OTEPYELG KPATOG, / AAN 0Vl 0piacelg, 008’ EmiTpépelg Bpovolg, / Mi Bodg éladvng kpeiaoovag BonAdtov;
... 0 & &ykpatig éotnkev NTLpWPEVOG, / KATw veveukng, Tpog Oeov pévov PAETwY, / ZTépywv padntod
xwpav, 00 und’ a€og / Towg padntng, o0tog 6 viv Sisdokahog. / Einep t0 kpately ov tomw yvwpiletat.
Note the nice parallels and contrasts between these two figures: BAénwv kdtw (570) and 1pog Oeov povov
BAnwy (638), Yauvyevels (572) and Katw vevevkwg (638), Bpovwv otépyelg kpdrog (572) and Ltépywv
uabntod ywpav (639). Similarly to what noted Meier 1989, 143, the entire argument of 541-641 expands
on or. 43, 26 (see also §2.1.2.1). Moreover, the bishop is defined as cw@poviotig tapbévwy at 11, 1, 12, 428.
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A review of Gregory’s other texts confirms the former: the bishop had to deal
with ascetics, and this had always been one of Gregory’s main problems in leading (or
helping to lead) communities. Gregory reconciled his father with ascetics in Nazianzus
after the Gregory the Elder had signed the Creed of Rimini-Constantinople, as witnessed
by or: 6225, Around the same period, he acted as mediator in Caesarea between Basil with
his ascetic community and the local bishop, Eusebius, as demonstrated ep. 16-19 and
or. 43, 28%%%, As regards the Constantinopolitan period, it is likely that those who tried
to stone Gregory in Constantinople were local ascetics??’. Finally, in his last years in
Nazianzus, he had to deal with Apollinarists, who may have been monks??, If we bear
in mind these past dealings with ascetic groups, Gregory is arguing very compellingly
when he says that a neophyte bishop will have a hard time leading ascetics, although he
does not say explicitly why: past experiences made him wise on the resistance of ascet-
ics to unworthy clergymen, especially if the latter were also theologically unprepared
and of a different dogmatic persuasion from the ascetics; the fact that one could not
ignore the pressure of these groups demonstrates that these ascetics were no anchorites
isolated from the world, but lived in the community—often at its centre—and claimed a
privileged voice in church matters. When dealing with these groups, ascetic credentials
were an important asset for the bishop to maintain his authority.

This brings us to the main concern of both poets as regards asceticism: the notion of
the bishop as responsible for ascetics is only alluded to, the main preoccupation being
the bishop as ascetic himself. Here, however, there is a difference between the two
poets: if Gregory presents more than once a well-rounded portrait of his ascetic-bishop,
with recognizable traits that mark him as such, Ephrem, partly because he stands in a
tradition of which we know less, is not always equally clear with the terminology he
employs and often seems to allude to ascetic values without explicitly defining them.
There are catchwords and recurring images which may allude to asceticism and are
scattered throughout the poems.

3.2.1 The ascetics in Ephrem

A constellation of such words gravitates around the figure of Jacob, the first bishop of
Nisibis. In the differential descriptions of the three bishops, where Babu is character-
ised by charity and Valgash by teaching, Jacob seems marked by “labour” (‘amla) and
“triumph” (root n-s-h)??. The word ‘amla, as recorded also by the dictionaries, is com-

225 McGuckin 2001a, 105-115, 133; Elm 2000a; EIm 2012, 201-212.

226 McGuckin 2001a, 131-135, 140-143.

227 Greg. Naz. ep. 77; McGuckin 2001a, 257.

228 McGuckin 2001a, 389.

229 “Against the first wrath / fought the toil [‘amla] of the first” (CN 13, 16, 1-2); “The good toil [‘amla] of
the first / bound the land up in her distress” (CN 14, 2, 1-2); “The first tilled the earth with toil [‘amla]”
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monly used for ascetic endeavour, even by Ephrem (or a poet near to him) in relation to
the innovative anchorites of Edessa, a few years after our Nisibene poems®’. The case
of the root n-s-h is a bit more complicated. First, the root has no exact correspondence in
the English language, because it covers the meanings of “glowing” or “shining”, “flour-
ishing”, “strong”, “glorious,” and “triumphant” or “winning”?!, In the dictionaries, it
seems mostly associated with martyrs, especially the adjective nasstha®*. In Ephrem it
is found to describe the relics of the apostle Thomas, but also for Old Testament patri-
archs and, most of all, for the Edessene anchorites??. The occurrences of the word at CN
29 (13, 2; 14, 2; 15, 2) are deeply ambiguous, since they are accompanied by the attrib-
utes “chaste” (nakpe, 15, 1) and “mature” (gmire, 13, 2) and by a reference to “fasts”
(15, 2), which may suggest ascetics, while the idea that their death is an “offering” to
God (qurbana, 16, 5-6) may suggest martyrs?*, Moreover, in our poems n-s-h qualifies
all the bishops, and it is also what the bnay qyama should be®®. If one had to define a
concept to encompass all these occurrences of the word, it would be that of “saint” in
its functional sense: nasstha and derivatives functionally correspond to “sanctity” and

(CN 14, 3, 1); “Before the One rewarding the wearied, / she [the church of Nisibis] brings the labour
[‘amla] of the first;” (CN 14, 24, 1-2); “To the first siege resisted / the first, triumphant [nasstha] priest”
(CN 13, 17, 1-2); “Like the triumphant [nasstha] priest Jacob, / with him she [the church of Nisibis] tri-
umphed [nsaht] like him” (CN 19, 16, 1-2). Cf. the reference to fasting: “The first priest by hand of fasting
/ had closed the gates of the mouths” (CN 14, 4, 1-2).

230 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2913-2914, s.v. ~Lesn s ; Sokoloff 2009, 1110, s.v. s Abr. Kid. 1, 4, 3;
15, 5; 20, 5; Abr. Kid. 5, 31, 2; Iul. Saba 3, 8, 1; 9, 1; 12, 1. The poems on Abraham Kidunaia and Julian Saba
witness the beginnings of a new type of Syriac asceticism, one better known to us thanks to Theodoret’s
History of the Monks of Syria (Sterk 2004, 24-25); however, they can be useful in tracing the lexicon of as-
ceticism, because we can assume that similar language applied to this new phenomenon and to previous
styles of asceticism expresses similar realities, or at least perceptions (Griffith 1995, 237). Therefore, the
otherwise generic word ‘amla, applied poignantly to Jacob and to the Edessan anchorites suggests that
the “labour” expressed is not that of ecclesiastical government, but of ascetic practice.

231 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2437-2439; Sokoloff 2009, 939-940.

232 Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2438, s.v. s o; Sokoloff 2009, 941, s.v. s . But see Aphrahat dem. 6,
1: “let him run in the arena (b-’agona) as a winner (nasstha)”.

233 Thomas the apostle’s relics: CN 42, refrain. Samuel and Joseph’s bones: CN 42, 6, 6; CN 43, 2, 11. Job:
CN 18,7, 3. For ascetics: Abr. Kid. 1,4, 1; 19, 2-3; Abr. Kid. 2,5, 1; 6, 2; Abr. Kid. 3, refrain; 3, 1; 20, 3—4; Abr.
Kid. 4,1,1;5,5; Abr.Kid. 5, 1; 4, 4; 22, 1; 27, 1; 30, 5; 31, 5; Iul. Saba 1, 2, 2; 3, 3; 4, 1; Iul. Saba 2, 4, 1; 4, 5; 6,
5; 15, 5; Iul. Saba 3, 2, 1; 4, 5; 6; 7, 1; 13, 5; Iul. Saba 4, 6, 5; 12, 1; 5.

234 “Lo! My virtuous were abducted / my mature and my triumphant [gmiray w-nassthay]! ... For each
one with his character / honoured me, and with triumphs [b-neshané] ... Where did my chaste ones
[nakpay] come / triumphant in their fasts [nashay b-sawmay-hon] ... you chose them to be abducted /
each one as your sacrifice [l-qurban-ak]” (CN 29, 13, 1-2; 14, 1-2; 15, 1-2; 16, 5-6). Gmire for ascetics:
Murray 2006, 258-259; the term is also prominent in the Book of Steps; death of the martyr as sacrifice:
Moss 2010, 77-87.

235 “Three priests dazzling [nassihe] / in likeness of the two luminaries” (CN 13, 1, 1-2); “in you we see
all three of them // glorious [nassthe] who parted from us;” (CN 17, 11, 4-5); “Without testament departed
those / three priests dazzling [nassthe]” (CN 19, 15, 1-2). “The covenant [gyama] in your tenure may be
splendid [netnassah]” (CN 21, 5, 8).
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“saint”, meaning a person worthy of extraordinary reverence because of her merits
and inherent value. This is the only category encompassing Old Testament patriarchs
and prophets, apostles, martyrs, ascetics, relics, and bishops; and a clear confirmation
of this idea comes from the Poems on Paradise, where the souls in paradise are divided
according to their merit into three categories (hymn. parad. 2, 11, 5-6): the “penitents”
(tayyabe), occupying the ground level, the “righteous” (zaddiqé), occupying the middle
level, and the “triumphant” (nassthe), lodged in the “elevation” (rawma)™®.

Without denying that, in comparison to Babu and Valgash, Jacob is presented as
the ascetic bishop, Ephrem describes also Valgash and, later; Abraham as ascetics them-
selves. The ascetic values underscored by Ephrem for these two bishops are wholly tra-
ditional for Syriac Christianity: on a very down-to-earth level, those values are chastity,
fasting, and waking. The importance of fasting and continence has already been high-
lighted. Wakefulness has an equally fundamental role, especially in connection with
the concept of vita angelica—that is, the ascetic as imitating the angels; this concept can
entail different practices depending on the community’s understanding of angelic life.
In Syriac, one of the names of the angels is re, “the wakeful ones”, derived from the
narrative of Daniel 4, so that in Syriac asceticism, where the concept of vita angelica is
very important, wakefulness and prayer wakes are equally important practices®’.

The ascetic values are summed up at CN 18, 1, 1-4:

s i o o1 %o (o o
BB ns < Ao Rime ~iaas Ao s
(CN18,1,1-4)

Here, Ephrem remarks that the new bishop Abraham has taken on all the ascetic creden-
tials of the previous bishop, Valgash, which means thatboth are, atleast in Ephrem’s liter-
ary portrait, ascetics. The choice of word by Ephrem is very poignant. The new bishop is
kahna, a word which encompasses both the meaning of “priest” and of “bishop”, whereas
the old one is rabba, which can mean both “bishop” and “master”, so that the relation-
ship of the two words can be interpreted either as priest and bishop (as it was before
Valgash died and Abraham was elected) or as “bishop” and “predecessor”, “master” (as
it was at the time); but the words are also nearly synonymous, which reinforces the idea

236 Functional and etymological equivalents of nasstha in Western languages would be pakdplog and
beatus, terms which express a surplus of vitality and being, whereas the words of exclusion and puri-
ty, &ylog and sanctus, correspond to Syriac qaddisa etymologically but, at least in Ephrem’s language,
not functionally: in Ephrem qaddisa is not used generically in the sense of “saint”, but it is still linked
specifically with virginity and asceticism. A word of meaning and usage similar to nassiha is zhit, which
denotes “light”, “splendour” but with a connotation of “purity” (at CN 19, 3, 5 for ascetics; at line 7 of
priests; more than once for the liturgy: CN 18, 11, 10; 12, 4 referring to the body of the bishop for the
liturgy; CN 21, 5, 2).

237 Bruns 2016.

238 “Lo! As he is priest [kahen] after his bishop [rabb-eh], / shining [zahya] after the splendid [nassthal,
/| modest [nakpal after the sober [yaqqiral, / vigilant [Sahhara] after the fasting [sayyamal.”
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of a seamless succession between the two. Similarly, the other couples are synonymous,
with slightly different connotations: both zahya and nasstha are associated with light,
but the first has a connotation of purity, the latter of victory; nakpa and yaqqira can both
mean “reverend”, “honourable”, but nakpa means also “modest”, “chaste”; Sahhdara and
sawmaya, though they do not describe the same renunciation, are clearly employed so
that the application of one to each bishop implies the application of the other too.
Valgash’s ascetic portrait immediately follows the stanzas already examined in
§3.1.4.4—namely, CN 15, 3-4, in which the community was rebuked for its failure to
conform to the bishop’s example. They constitute praise of the contested bishop, while
at the same time aggravating the blame on the community—although only implicitly.
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This praise of the bishop transmits a quantity of invaluable information. First, we note
yet again the prevalence of the ideal of chastity, expressed through the ascetic keywords
nakpa (6, 2; 8, 4; 9, 5) and gaddisa (9, 3). The concept is conveyed also by the expression

239 “Look what measure [kayla] and balance [matqalal / is in his words and in his deeds, // Heed that
even his paces / possess the metres of peace [mushata d-selyal! // All of him has the reins [pgude] of the
whole of him. /// He was a master for his youth [talytit-eh], | whose submission was the yoke of sobriety
[nakputal. // His members did not become wanton, / because they were put under the rod. // His will was
a compulsion to him. /// For he anticipated and outpaced his rank / by hurrying and bearing an early fruit
of habits; // because he laid his foundation firmly [tagna’it], / he became a leader [résa] in his youth, //
as he was made preacher for the people. /// He was excellent among the preachers, / and he was learned
among the lectors, // and he was eloquent among the sages [hakkime]; / he was chaste [nakpa]l among
his brethren, // and he was venerable [yaqqiral among his friends. /// In two dwellings was he / a solitary
[thidaya] for his whole life, // being pure [gaddisa] inside his body / and solitary [thidaya] inside his
house [bayt-eh] // and both inwardly and outwardly chaste [b-kasya w-galya nakpal.”
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“he was a master of his youth” (mara l-talyit-eh, 6, 1), where youth is the age with the
strongest libido and therefore the most prone to the opposite sin of lust*’. Lines 3—4 of
stanza 6 have the same meaning. Second, the insistence on the technical term thidaya
is to be noted, because it guarantees that Ephrem is really talking of a form of institu-
tional asceticism. In this respect, stanza 9 preserves precious information on the life
when referring to the body (qaddisuta), and solitude in reference to the place where he
lived. This can be interpreted in two ways, either as a reference to anchoritic life or as
a reference to the phenomenon of subintroductae and agapetae. Unfortunately, the fact
that Valgash resided “in his house” (b-gaw bayt-eh, 9, 4) does not help us interpret the
bishop’s “singleness”, because the word bayta is so generic it need not mean “house”,
but can also mean “room”, “cell”, which would not exclude anchoritic life outside
the city. However, the external evidence suggests that this bayta was in fact Valgash’s
house in the city and that his solitude in it refers to the absence of women ascetics.
The custom of cohabitation between ascetics of opposite sex was a rising concern in
the fourth century, as witnessed by the third canon of Nicaea, and all the more in the
Syriac churches: Aphrahat’s Demonstration 6 is mainly devoted to dissuading ascetics
from living together with women and persuading women ascetics to consent to such an
arrangement, but the theme is pervasive in Aphrahat’s and Ephrem’s treatments of the
bnay qyama, which suggests a moment of crisis for the institution®!. In such a historical
context, Ephrem’s remark on Valgash living alone in his house acquires much more
significance as a rigoristic and not generally accepted choice; moreover, there is no evi-
dence of Ephrem encountering anchorites before his exile in Edessa in 363.

Stanzas 7 and 8 confirm that Valgash did live in the city, because they describe
his career in the ranks of the clergy, during which he passed through offices such as
“preacher” (karoza, 7, 5; 8, 1), “lector” (qaroya, 8, 2), “sage” (hakkima, 8, 3), and also
“leader” (resa, 7, 4)***. Moreover, lines 4-5 of stanza 8 strongly suggest that Valgash’s
status was shared with a community of “brethren” (‘ahé) or “friends” (habbibé). These
two facts are better accounted for if we imagine Valgash’s asceticism as rooted in city life
rather than as a renouncing of the city for a vagrant life in the heath, a solitary one in the
desert, or even the marginal life of Egyptian monks on the fringes of villages. Much to the

240 Sin and youth are closely associated, so that the sinful youth is almost a topos: “and since in you
[Nisibis] sinned my youth [talyiat-(y)] / in you may find grace my old age!” (CN 2, 20, 5-6). It is particularly
associated with the patriarch Joseph (Abr: Kid. 11, 19; Iul. Saba 23, 19; CN 43, 2), who is seen as a young
man when he was tempted by Potiphar’s wife, making his resistance even more praiseworthy. Note
these lines: “[Joseph] put on his youth [talyiit-eh] the reins of chastity [pgudeé d-nakptital” (CN 43, 2, 5-6);
they bear strong similarities to CN 15, 5, 5; 6, 1-2.

241 Griffith 1995, 235-237.

242 resa is the normal term for “bishop” (§2.1.1), but here it could also be referred to other roles of
leadership thanks to its general usage. Precise information on Valgash’s career is lost, because Ephrem
alludes to it as if the audience was already familiar with the different roles the bishop had in his youth.
On the light these lines shed as regards the delegation of preaching duties from the bishop, see §3.1.3.2.
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contrary, the “brethren” are at the very centre of the Christian community, since from
their ranks the members of the clergy are selected, as was the case for Valgash. Moreover,
the offices occupied by Valgash seem to be very public: the tasks of preacher and lector
for example, would have put him before the whole congregation. This passage disproves
Elijah of Nisibis’s note in his Chronography—supposedly taken from the “stories of the
metropolitans of Nisibis”—that Valgash had been a hermit in the mountains around

Edessa, presumably on the model of Julian Saba and Abraham Kidunaia, celebrated by

Ephrem and his circle in that city. The claim is still repeated by Voobus and Fiey*®,

From the point of view of imagery, chastity, the main form of ascetic renunciation, is
characterised through metaphors of measure (stanza 5) and of coercion (stanza 6). This
choice serves the wider imagery of the poem, in which the different phases of moral
growth and the different behaviours they require are linked through the concept of
“measure” or “proportion”, and the measure to be applied to the community at its begin-
ning is coercion®, This way, the poet casts the community that trespasses measure in
contrast with the bishop who applied compulsion to himself during his youth to be able
to exercise mercy to others in his old age?®®. As regards the origin of these metaphors, the
metaphor of “measure” seems remarkably nonbiblical. I could not find any Bible passage
in which “measure” is used as a metaphor of morally good behaviour, nor a passage
employing the three terms used here by Ephrem?*, On the contrary, the image was tradi-
tional in Greek culture, even before Aristotle gave it a philosophical foundation. A good
example is a line from Hesiod: pétpa puAdooeoBat kapog 8 émt méiow dplotog (Hesiod.

243 Voobus 1960, 405; Fiey 1977, 31.

244 “Yet even if we, my brethren, / have confused the meters [mushata] // and spoiled the discretion, /
and are returned as schoolboys // for the perfection who called us, ... It is us, then, whom the beginnings
chastised, / and then chided us the middle, // the endings increased our sweetness, / but when our taste
came, // our loss of flavour was greater.” (CN 15, 10; 15). See §4.1.1. The word I translated as “school-
boys” (yalopé) means exclusively “disciple”, “pupil” or “recruit” by ancient writers, while Payne Smith
1879-1901, 214 s.v. =aal,, gives also the meaning of “scholar” “learned person”. All other translators
take this last meaning and render: “we became master to ourselves of the perfection that was calling
us” (Bickell 1866, 104; Stopford 1989, 184; Fhégali/Navarre 1989, 55). Beck however translates the word
yalope as “Schiiler”. Considering the following verses, in which the theme of regression is prominent,
Beck’s translation, despite its unusual ring (to be a disciple is normally seen as a positive attitude in
contrast with the pride of who wants to be teacher), is to endorse. For the bishop as teacher, see §2.2.4.4.
245 “As aleader, both chaste and venerable, / without raging nor grudging, // he didn’t swerve as we had
done, / but defined and preserved his measures, // and gave the reins to his reason. ... Hence the mild
resisted patiently, / and didn’t use compulsion, // so as to honour greatly our old age; / and since she knew
not her degree, // let him be honoured who knew her time.” (CN 15, 12; 17).

246 Kayla, matqala; mushata, the first used mostly for volume, the second for weight and the third for di-
mension or age; see Lev. 19:35: b-massa’ta b-matqala wa-b-kyalta, where however the word mushata does not
appear and massa’ta is present in its stead. The three words of measure are here used in their literal sense,
in a ban against dishonesty in financial transactions. Similarly, kayla, matqala and mushata do appear else-
where in Ephrem (hymn. fid. 30, 1-4 and hymn. haer: 53, 5) but they have completely different meanings from
here, referring in hymn. fid. to physics and in hymn. haer: to poetry and metre. For a discussion of these terms,
see Beck 1983. A possible exception might be Sir. 21:25, where b-matqala describes how the wise man speaks.
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op. 694), which resembles “the measure of truth [mushat-qustal / preserved herself [natra
naps-ah] in his vessel” (CN 15, 11, 1-2). Aeschylus (choeph. 794-799) speaks of imposing
uétpov and pubudg on a horse, which parallels Ephrem’s imagery of Kayal (measure of
capacity, as pétpov) and mushta (poetic metre) and of the reins (pgude) at CN 15, 527
Without posing a direct filiation of Ephrem’s image from the quoted texts, one can rightly
infer that the comparison suggests that this imagery was more at home in Greek than in
the Bible, so that Ephrem’s employment of it may be a trace of hellenisation.

Shared imagery between the ascetic bishop and the congregation points to another
facet of episcopal asceticism, one deeply connected with Ephrem’s view of the episcopal
office: teaching by example. Shared imagery expresses the failure or success of the commu-
nity to conform to the behaviour of its bishop. The importance of example for the bishop
had been already pointed out in more than one respect (see §2.2.3; §3.1.4.3), but here its
link with ascetic ideals should be highlighted. It is well known that the early Syriac church
considered ascetics the ideal Christians and the living sign of what Christians should be;
this elite status before their community was heightened by the fact that they lived in the
midst of it and served it, differently from anchorites. This ideal is shared by Ephrem, as
witnessed, for example, by his remark that the flock Abraham received from his master is
composed “for the third and fourth part of virgins” (CN 19, 6, 8-9). If, however, asceticism
is the true Christian ideal and if the primary teaching method of the bishop is example,
necessarily the ideal bishop should be an ascetic. This train of thought is expressed at CN
15, 3—4 (see §3.1.4.4) and in the first stanzas of CN 16 (1-6; see §2.2.3.3), where the hishop
is compared to a mirror and where moral improvement is expressed with the metaphor
of “ornament” (sebtd). In Aphrahat, “ornament” is almost always mentioned in its literal
sense; therefore, the writer here is giving it a negative connotation as a sign of vanity®*,
In Ephrem, the image is instead used metaphorically and with positive connotations for
the good deeds of the saint, and among these especially ascetic practices**. With Ephrem,
“adornment” becomes one of the standard expressions for asceticism.

Ephrem also portrays Abraham as an ascetic bishop. Ascetic values, such as chas-
tity and fasting, are mentioned throughout the poems on Abraham, making clear his

247 Other uses of pétpov as “due measure” in a moral sense can be found at Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1123,
s.v. uétpov. For the double meaning of uétpov as moral measure and poetic prosody in Gregory see §1.3.2.
248 The exception is dem. 6, 10, where Aphrahat says to ascetics: “Jesus does not ask anything else for
himself from us but that we adorn (nsabbet) our temple for him”.

249 In particular see: “The diligent [kasre] carry their own fruits / and now run forward // to meet Paradise
/ as it exults with every sort of fruit. // They enter that Garden/ with glorious deeds [neshane], // and it sees /
that the fruit of the just / surpass in their excellence / the fruits of its own trees // and that the adornment of
the victorious [sebté d-nassihe] | outrival its own [l-tasbit-ah]” (hymn. parad. 6, 11; tr. Brock 1990, 112-113), a
stanza crowded with ascetic terminology. The same idea at CN 13, 11, 4, where Nisibis as “daughter born of
vows” (barta ba(r)t-nedre, CN 13,11, 3) is said to have received “ornament [tasbita] corresponding to its beau-
ty [Supr-ah]”, meaning that the bishops agreed in the ascetic outlook of the community and reinforced it.
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belonging to the same ascetic order, the bnay gyama, as Valgash®°. Among these values,
the poems on Abraham give pride of place to poverty: in three different stanzas the poet
identifies in poverty the most significant legacy of the previous bishops, founding the
legitimacy of the new one.
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These stanzas share the same connection of three different themes: episcopal succes-
sion, poverty, and teaching. The passage of offices from a bishop to his successor, in
two cases exemplified by the biblical paradigm of transmission of charisma—namely,
by the narrative of Elijah and Elisha (1Reg. 19; 2Reg. 2)—is played out essentially as

250 CN 17, 4, 7-8 (fasting and prayer, the same values underlined by Aphrahat in dem. 6); CN 17, 8, 10
and 12, 5-6 (image of ornament); CN 18, 1; CN 19, 1 and CN 20, 1 (virginity); CN 21, 1-4; 6; 9 (fasting,
chastity, poverty and other ascetic virtues).

251 “Helija’s poverty [meskeniit-eh] / loved Elisha more than riches, // the poor [meskena] gave to the
poor / the gift that’s great above all. // Because you loved the misery [srikiit-eh] / of your master, the in-
nerly rich [‘attira kasyal, /| May the fountain of his words gush from you, / so that you become the Spirit’s
lyre, // and he sings to you in you his wills. / Blessed is he who made you his treasurer! /// Without
testament departed those / three priests dazzling, // but since they meditated on those / two testaments of
God, // a big inheritance they left us, / namely the model of poverty [tupsa d-meskeniital; // without pos-
sessing anything / those blessed made us their possession: // their church was their treasure! / Blessed is
he who bought through them his possession! ///.

252 A great bliss was concealed / in Elijah’s poverty; // Elisha served him and claimed / a double reward
for his service, // double virtue she gave him, / as he twice put on her noble deeds [neshan-éh]. // Because
you loved the poverty / of your rich master, Valgash, // may you inherit the treasure of his wisdom. /
Blessed is he who enriched your teaching!”.
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the transmission of a way of life marked first and foremost by poverty. If the recipient
embraces this way of life, he is also endowed with the authority to teach. This is very
clear in CN 19, 8 and CN 21, 2, which showcase the reference to Elijah and Elisha, but
less so in CN 19, 15, where the nexus between succession in poverty and teaching is
not so explicit. However, the puns of the stanza imply a relation with teaching: Ephrem
plays with the double meaning of the word diatéke, which can mean either “last will
and testament” or any of the two biblical Testaments. The “testament” the previous
bishops leave is a tupsa, a charged word in Ephrem’s language, because it defines one
of the chief procedures of his biblical interpretation®3. Therefore, in leaving a “model
of poverty”, the bishops have also left a model through which to read Scripture; there-
fore, their testament is the Testaments. The combination of these three themes, poverty,
succession, and teaching, is to be understood, as has already been said, in relation to the
importance of teaching by example for Ephrem: the bishops transmit not only an office
and a charisma but also an example; ideally, the successor is selected in the community,
and specifically in its inner circle of ascetics, for his conformity to the example of the
predecessor, so that he will be able to transmit to the community at large and to his
successor the same way of life?>,

Such reasoning would work for any particular ascetic value, so that it remains to
be asked why Ephrem develops it especially for poverty. A hint may lie in the fact that
in CN 21 Ephrem singles out greed among the many moral problems a community
may face (see §3.1.4.4). If we piece together CN 19, 8 and 15, CN 21, 2, and 7-8 and
14-15, this picture emerges: the community faced a period of dire necessity and trial
(“thirst”, she, CN 21, 15, 5-6; “trial”, nesyana, 16, 5; “by force”, “yoke”, ba-qtira, nira, 17,
1-2), during which people of different social classes (“rich and poor”, 15, 7) resorted
to stealing and plundering (14, 3—4; 15); since this period is characterised as a trial of
faith (16-17) and is closed by the news of a new emperor (14), it is likely that Ephrem
is here referring to Julian’s reign, which is also alluded to in stanza 18 and whose
end overlaps with Abraham’s accession in Ephrem’s poetic construction (see CN 18,
5-8)%%, In this context, it is difficult to interpret the identities of the “plunderers” of
CN 21, 14 and of the “thieves” of stanza 15: Were they the same or different categories?
Did they or did they not correspond to the Christians tested by God in stanzas 16-17?
If the plundering and stealing are to be brought in relation to the prevalence of greed
in the Christian community deprecated at stanzas 7-8, then plunderers and thieves
identify with the Christians in their trial. It is conceivable that, with the progressive
approach of Julian for the Persian campaign and the presence of the Mesopotamian
army in the city, the state of the population at large, and of Christians in particular,

253 On this word, see Yousif 1986, 42; Bou Mansour 1987, 224-231.

254 On the tendency in the Syriac churches to have ascetics preach or be ordained, even after asceti-
cism has moved away from the bnay qyama model towards a more anchoritic way of life: Escolan 1999,
227-346.

255 On the alleged hardships of this period and its interpretation by Ephrem, see §2.2.2; §4.1.2.
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deteriorated®®. In this fraught situation, more than one Nisibene, maybe even Chris-
tians, may well have resorted to theft or pillage, and not always out of necessity. If
this were true, Ephrem’s insistence on the ascetic poverty of the bishops would be
addressed more to the congregation than to the bishop himself, who already practiced
various ascetic virtues.

This, however, leaves the role of the church unaddressed, which Ephrem recalls
in CN 21, 8, 2—4: the church should concentrate on acquiring souls more than money.
Although in this context such a remark may seem to imply that the church stole like
the individuals, it must be noted that the idea is not even suggested in stanzas 14-17,
where the accusations of stealing and pillaging are made. Much to the contrary, stanza
19 implies that the church emerged in disarray from Julian’s reign: “May their [the
churches’] ornaments return [net‘atpan]” (line 4). If this is true, then Ephrem’s exhor-
tation to the bishop to let the church acquire souls rather than money assumes a con-
crete meaning: the bishop, in accordance with the ascetic values he received from his
predecessors, should waive his claim to redress for ecclesiastical losses during Julian’s
reign—a redress which would be all too easy to obtain under Christian emperors—and
he should be sympathetic to those who, out of necessity, could not refrain from stealing
at the time; on the contrary, he should impose on himself and on the rich ones of the
community an ascetic behaviour, thereby winning more souls. Therefore, the stress laid
upon poverty among the ascetic values in the last poems on Abraham works in two
directions: on one side, it exhorts the congregation to imitate the bishop and renounce
riches and luxury; on the other, it is a political direction for the bishop, suggesting that
he drop some of the church’s rights in favour of a more sympathetic attitude towards
the population.

3.2.2 The ascetics in Gregory

In Gregory’s poetry, the relevance of asceticism for the bishop is made clear by the many
extensive portraits of the ideal candidate for the episcopate, which are also concrete
“rules” of Gregory’s ideal ascetic. Furthermore, they are presented as self-portraits,

256 . . . ilico (ut ante cogitaverat) triginta milia lectorum militum eidem commisit Procopio, iuncto ad
parilem potestatem Sebastiano comite ex duce Aegypti, eisdemque praecepit, ut intra Tigridem inter-
im agerent, vigilanter omnia servaturi, nequid inopinum ex incauto latere oreretur, qualia multa saepe
didicerat evenisse, mandabatque eis ut (si fieri potius posset), regi sociarentur Arsaci, cumque eo per
Corduenam et Moxoenam, Chiliocomo uberi Mediae tractu, partibusque aliis praestricto cursu vastatis,
apud Assyrios adhuc agenti sibi concurrerent, necessitatum articulis adfuturi (Amm. Marc. 23, 3, 5):
this road would have brought the army through Nisibis (Harrell 2016, chapter 13). Ammianus relates
also that Julian celebrated pagan festivities in the different stops of his campaign, particularly in the
shrine of the Moon-god Sin in Harran (Amm. Marc. 23, 3, 2 and 7); this may have prompted Nisibis’
authorities to conform to the emperor’s paganism in order to mollify him to their pleads (see Griffith
1987, 256-257).
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so that the definition of an ascetic rule, the plea for a renewed episcopate, and the
defence of his credentials and choices in a concrete polemic converge in them. It is not
at random that they are often contrasted with the portrait of the worldly bishop: they
thereby betray their polemical aim. The passage II, 1, 12, 54-63; 71-75 is part of the
larger autobiographical narratio of Gregory’s invective, in which his story is steadily
and allusively compared to Nectarius’s background (43-153). 11, 1, 12, 576-609 is fol-
lowed by a portrait of the worldly man, unworthy of leading the ascetic (610-633). II,
1, 13, 107-113 is included in the picture of the throng of candidates approaching the
altar to be consecrated hishop, with the stronger (and less qualified) ones jostling away
the ascetic (96-115), an image similar to that in or: 2, 3, 8%". 11, 1, 17, 25-40 concludes
the first section of the poem (1-40), in which the lives of the bad and good bishop are
compared.

This combination of rule, apology, and invective makes these passages centrepieces
for our poems. It will be helpful to present them side by side, to notice the differences
and the common points
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(11, 1, 12, 54-63; 71-75)

One endures a life of hardships,

groaning, sleepless, through tears wasting his limbs away, (55)
sleeping on the ground and feeding scarcely,

and with anxious examining of the Divine Scriptures

and inner scourges mangling himself:

What have I missed? What wrong have I committed?

Another one has plucked all the pleasures of youth, (60)

257 petanotodvtat tol Bripartog, BA{Bovtal te kal wBobvtal mepl v aylav tpdneCav (Greg. Naz. or: 2,
3, 8); Beinv 8¢ meplOAiBolade Tpdmelay, / ZTevouevol, oTelvoiveg. ‘0 8 dAkiog dAlov éavvol (11, 1, 13,
106-107). IeptbA{Pw is a Gregorian formation, later taken on by Nonnus (Dion. 10, 370; 17, 371).
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has danced, sung, has satisfied his feverish belly,
to all sorts of lust yielded, for the senses
failed to fit a bolt, a colt without reins.

I'was seated above visible things,

touching with thought only the intelligibles

and casting off fame, property, hopes, erudition,

in not taking delight I took delight, with a scanty loaf

sweetening life, free from insolence of pride (75)
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11, 1, 12, 576-609)

This one sleeps on the ground, devoured by ashes,
and he wasted away his flesh with vigils,
chanting the psalms and standing night and day,

— 331
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and exiling his thoughts from the crass to the sublime

(for why should one entrust to the graves one’s whole dust (580)
and be for the worms a more lavish food,

begetting and feeding the begotten?),

and with springs of tears he wiped clean his stains,

if he ever had the smallest of sprinklings,

whence even the wise is affected in the mire of life. (585)
He was sealed with worthy signs in his flesh,

parched by prayer and manifold toils

(with them the ancient tasting afflicted me,

turning me to earth, our nurturing mother),

and he shudders, with his hunger and meagre rags (590)
desiring to reach the clothing of incorruption.

He did violence to the violence of belly with scant

food, wooing death each day:

for he knew the only food of angels is God.

This one is now poor, but there was a time when he was very rich. (595)
He, though, preferred jettisoning and sailing light,

casting the load not to the abyss but to the poor.

This one, fleeing the cities and the applause of the crowd

and the storm that shakes all public things,

fitted closely to God the dignity of thought, (600)
alone devoted to divine matters with himself alone.

This one enclosed his beautiful body (for how can the body

of the best not be beautiful?) with pearls—

iron chains, a hidden ornament—

thereby binding himself though innocent, (605)
lest he trespass, even when free,

and binding together with himself the erring senses.

To such a man the Spirit taught the depths of Scripture,

loosening what’s sealed for the minds of the many.

‘0 & GAKLog GAAOV EAabvol,
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Koaopov atiuadovta, Oeol petd polpav £xovta, (110)
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Eike pév 116 Eypaev Qi eik6vog apyeTomoLo,

Lnodpevog mpomdpolBe, mivag 8 vnedégato popenv

(I, 1, 13,107-113)

Let the strong drive away the other,

often even the better, who sweated in these seats,

old aged, worn out in the flesh, conversant with the heaven,

despising the world and having his lot with God, (110)
a dead among the living and a faithful priest of the King.

One paints an image from its model,

setting it before himself, and the board takes up its form
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(11, 1, 17, 25-40)

For him alone he lives and rejoices, for him he rips (25)
his heart apart from earthly things, turned away from here.

To good people he gives mind; to the evil, however,

he bows like a rugged, inflexible stone.

Neither does he turn to riches or important thrones,

nor the ephemeral glory that creeps along here, (30)
nor with the skin of the violent king, the lion,

does he conceal inside servile self-interest,

scavenger, skilled in deceit, wicked, shifting concealer

of shifting and various kinds of misdeeds.

Rather, nourishing his mind with pure thoughts, (35)
he already grasps the heavenly Trinity,

whose image he fixed in his own senses,

beholding one glory in triple beauties;

then, making the people Godlike with holy sacrifices,

he will finally bring the bloodless offerings of soul. (40)

My analysis will proceed from the concrete data (§3.2.2.1) to overarching questions of
spirituality (3.2.2.2) and the kind of ascetic ideology Gregory is pushing (§3.2.2.3).

3.2.2.1 Ascetic practices

First, note that in these portraits the poet does not really highlight virginity. This starkly
differs not only from Ephrem but also from many other poems in which Gregory force-
fully argues for the superiority of celibacy or virginity over marriage*®. And yet mar-

258 Gautier 2002, 29-36. Two notable texts are the praise of virginity at I, 2, 1 and II, 1, 45, which con-
tains Gregory’s description of his ascetic initiation by Ayveia and Zw@pootvn in dream, analysed by
McGuckin 2001a, 63-76.
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riage, family, and lust feature prominently in the portrayals of bad candidates for the
episcopate (§5.2.2-3). It could well be that a recommendation of celibacy goes without
saying in this ascetic context and is sufficiently implied by the mentions of family and
marriage in the negative portraits. Assuming, however, that this absence is signifi-
cant, I would explain it in light of some of Gregory’s acquaintances and of the question
of Encratism: avoiding a strong defence of virginity in this context would safeguard
the poet from accusations of holding ideas similar to those condemned at Gangra; it
would also prevent indirect criticism against Gregory the Elder, Gregory’s father and
bishop of Nazianzus, and of Gregory of Nyssa, one of Gregory’s allies and a married
man??, Despite all their links with Gregory’s own experience, these portraits are still
generic and have a prescriptive function, so that an endorsement of virginity in this
context might have sounded like a statement of doctrine contrary to Gangra. Differ-
ently, Ephrem is always praising individual bishops when he highlights virginity, so
that, even if virginity emerges as strongly advisable, his poems cannot be construed
as contradicting Gangra and the current practice of the church. Hence, the absence of
virginity in Gregory and its strong presence in Ephrem are more a function of the liter-
ary context (disciplinary polemic or praise of an individual) in which the poets present
ascetic values than a clue of different positions.

As for the practices endorsed by the poems, waking and sleeping on the ground
(xapevvia) seem to enjoy pride of place*®. This betrays a Syrian view of asceticism,
similar to that held by Ephrem, reinforced by the fact that these wakes should be occu-
pied with liturgies (Woduwdiaug, II, 1, 12, 578), as in the Syriac writers; on the other
side, Aristotle attributed sleeplessness to the godhead, and Plato described Eros—the
model of the philosopher—as one who sleeps on the ground (xapauteti|g)®®. Fasting is
another favourite of Syrian asceticism, and Gregory duly mentions it more than once,
sometimes with Cynic language (udln otevij, 11, 1, 12, 74-75)*%, more often connecting
it with key ideas of his ascetic theory: poverty (II, 1, 12, 56; 74) and detachment from
physical reality, partly as anticipation of death (579—582) and resulting in a veritable

259 El 11¢ Stokpivolto mapd mpeoPutépov yeyaunkdtog, wg un xpivat Aettovpyioavtog avtod
TPOCPOpPAC petadappavery, avdbepa é0tw (canon 4 of the Synod of Gangra; canons 1, 9, 10, 13-17 are all
in defence of marriage and family). The relevance of Gangra for the Cappadocians, most of all in relation
to their links with Eustathius of Sebaste and his asceticism, are examined by Gautier 2002, 24-28 and
Sterk 2004, 27-32. On Gregory of Nyssa’s marriage, see Daniélou 1956.

260 Abmvev and yapevvia (I, 1, 12, 55-56); 00T0g yapevvng, kai kével BePpwuévog, / Kal odprag
£génev &v aypumvialg, / Podpwsiatg te kal otdoet vuxdnuépw (1, 1, 12, 576-578).

261 Aristotle on the sleeplessness of the gods: eth. Nic. 1178b 18; of the analogy between the waking state
and the Prime Cause: Staywyn 8’¢otiv ofa 1) dpiotn pkpov xpovov AUV (00Tw yap el EKEvo: NUIV pev
yap advvatov), Enel kat 8ovi 1 Evépyela TouTou (kal St Tolto Eypriyopaols aiobnatg vonatg idLatov,
EAniSec 8¢ kal pvijpat Sia tadta) (metaph. 1072b)). See also: Sprague 1977. Plato on Eros: yapaumetig det
OV xal AoTpwTog, £mt BVpaLg Kai €v 6801¢ bitaiBpLog koluwuevog (conv. 203D).

262 Dziech 1925, 105-106 with n. 199; Meier 1989, 83-84; Prudhomme 2006, 401.
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battle against bodily functions (592-593)*®. Another important practice is weeping
(55; 583), which, as clarified by 583, has a penitential function. This is a further clue to
the Syrian strain of asceticism Gregory subscribes to?*, Line 587 of II, 1, 12 mentions
praying (e0xn), an activity which plays a central role in Ephrem’s view of asceticism,
considering the number of times it is mentioned. Here it seems less important, but
the first impression is not correct: if we intend prayer as communication with God, as
opposed to specific request to the Godhead or liturgies, then we shall see that prayer is
the very aim of ascesis®®.

In the context of this asceticism, which does not exclude civilised life or even
explicitly forbids marriage, the practice described at II, 1, 12, 602—-607 appears as a
foreign body: fastening heavy iron chains on one’s person under the clothes (Aafpiw
Koounuaty, 604). This kind of spectacular exercise, bordering on self-harm, is normally
connected with fifth-century Syrian asceticism, although the language has a long pre-
history: the metaphorical use of “pearls” (uapydpotg) for the chains goes back to Igna-
tius of Antioch (Eph. 11, 2, alluding presumably to a necklace of pearls), but the pearl
is often associated with virginity and ascetics by Ephrem, and relics of the ascetics are
metaphorically treated as jewels and treasures, so that the word marganita, “pearl,” is
used both for relics and for virginity®®. Furthermore, the word xdounua for the ascetic
object recalls the link between “ornament” language and ascesis already highlighted in
the case of Ephrem. If we take into account later examples of the practice, we find that
Jacob the Solitary, disciple of saint Maron, is credited with this exercise by Theodoret
(hist. rel. 21, 8). Similarly, Simeon Stylites is said to have fastened himself with an iron
chain to a rock in order not to be able to leave his pillar (Theodrt. hist. rel. 26, 10). The
biblical model of this practice may be Paul (see, for example, Eph. 6:20) or Samson (Tudc.

263 At 592-594 the practice of fasting relates to death and angelic life. The ascetic imitates the an-
gels, whose sole nutrition is contemplation of God; yet the connection between fasting and the phrase
70 Oviiokew uvwpevog kad’ uépav is more difficult. According to Meier 1989, 138, the Homeric verb
uvopevog here means “to woo” and it is to be intended metaphorically as “to see as an advantage”. This
agrees with its governing in this clause, because pvdouat means “to woo” when it governs the accusative.
It could also be linked with the idea of angelic life: the ascetic starves himself desiring to die, because he
knows he will be nourished once dead participating in the life of the angels (something similar to what
Paul says in Phil. 1:21-23). Similarly, II, 1, 13, 111 characterises the ascetic as “dead among the living”, a
reference to his detachment from life through asceticism (for the trope of the living dead: Gautier 2002,
49-50, 77-79). If, however, we consider this “suicidal” use of fasting exaggerated, either because of Greg-
ory’s usage of pvdouat with the accusative (see I, 2, 25,495 and II, 1, 11, 1669), which denotes a concrete
intention or desire, or because angelic life and human death may not be so obviously linked, then the
verb must mean “to remember”, “to meditate” (as interpreted by Caillau) and the clause must refer to
the spiritual exercise of meditation on death, analysed and explained by Hadot 2005, 49-58.

264 Griffith 1995, 234-235 discusses the concept of “abila, “mourner”, which sometimes defines Syrian
ascetics. On tears see also §3.1.4.3.

265 For prayer in the sense of communication with God in Gregory’s writings: Gautier 2002, 121.

266 Ephr. Syr. hymn. fid. 81, 3; 82, 2; hymn. haer. 42, 9-10; Payne Smith 1879-1901, 2215, s.v. duay i,
Fredrikson 2003; Buck 1999, 123-124.
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16:21), but it obviously echoes the condition of martyrs and confessors (Ign. Eph. 11, 2;
Smyrn. 11, 1; Polycarp. ad Philipp. 1, 1). One would think that Gregory, in his rejection of
excessive and subversive forms of asceticism, did not approve such practices®”. And yet
the oft-repeated expression “wear out the flesh” or “wear out the body” points to this
self-harming and visible brand of asceticism?%,

Both the extreme acts of asceticism and the self-harming aim remind us of another
passage from Gregory’s poems which describes the ascetics of Nazianzus to Hellenius,
the peraequator of Cappadocia®®. The poem aims to persuade Hellenius to give a tax
exemption to some of the ascetics mentioned by Gregory. Yet it is unclear how the
description of extreme feats of asceticism relates to this aim, since the ascetics who
are mentioned by name seem to belong to Gregory’s social class and to practice a much
tamer brand of asceticism®. Gautier believes that Gregory is mentioning the extreme
feats only to convince Hellenius and not because they were representatives of ascet-
icism in Nazianzus, while McLynn says that these feats refer to ascetics abroad from
Nazianzus, whose example is introduced in order to dispel a prejudice against ascet-
icism in his town, a prejudice which could undermine his case?”’. In any event, there

267 On Gregory’s refusal of the extreme acts of Syrian ascetics: Gautier 2002, 95-104.

268 Adkpuowv Tikwv péAn (I, 1, 12, 55); odpkag égétniev év aypumvialg (577); I'npatdv, odpkeoat
tetpupévov (11, 1, 13, 109). The simple verb tixwv and the use of uéAn or adpxag for o@pa are poetic,
whereas the composite éktiikw is prosaic. In Homer the only part of the body “molten” with this verb is
the skin of one’s face, as a metaphor for crying (Od. 19, 204-208), while in the absolute sense it is used
for someone pining away in sickness (Od. 5, 396). Plato uses the verb in this sense with c@ua (resp. 609C)
and odpg (Tim. 82E). The composite éxTrikw is mostly used for pining and crying. This explains why at
11, 1, 12, 55 consumption results from tears, whereas the association with sickness may suit better II, 1,
12, 577, where flesh is consumed by night-vigils. A similar expression is used by Theodoret: TotovtoLg 8¢
novoLg katatikwy 0 o®pa (hist. rel. 17, 7). At 11, 1, 13, 109, the participle tetpupévov sums up many ele-
ments of ascetic life, since in Greek one can be tetpupévog by tears (Anth. Gr. 9, 549), by the sun (Herodlt.
6,12), by toils (Plat. leg. 761D), by poverty (Anth. Gr: 7, 336) and, most of all, by old age (Anth. Gr: 6, 228; 7,
336), which is mentioned at II, 1, 13, 109.

269 On Hellenius see: Jones/Martindale/Morris 1971, 413, s.v. “Hellenius 1”. Notable in Gregory’s poem
are these expressions: Qv oi pév omiAvy&w épnuaiaig te yapevvaig / Téprovtat oxediolg, kai atuyéouat
86povg, / Kal mrodinv @evyouoty oufyvpLy ... AAlol 8§ ab Brjpeooty opoiia Souact tutbolg / Eipyévteg,
Bpoténg 008 omog Hvtiacav. (1L, 2, 1, 55-57; 61-62; retreat from civilised life, but also sleeping on
the ground); Ot 8¢ adnpeinow dAvktonédalg poyéoval, / Tikovteg kakinv obv ol Tnkouévw (59-60;
self-chaining and consuming of flesh); Kai mo0 t1g Avkdpavtag 6Aoug iepd évi xwpw / Eotnwg, kabapag
égemétanoe yépag / OV’ 6y’ Emt BAedpotaty Bivov Bade, Bdupog dmiatov! / AAN éndyn XpLot®, Eumvoog
(ote AiBog. (69-72; privation of sleep and unnatural positions for protracted times, like the stylites).
270 McLynn 2012, 183-185.

271 Gautier 2002, 103n2; McLynn 2012, 180-183. Additional hibliography on the poem: McLynn 2012,
178n1. Lines 85-114 are particularly problematic, because it is not clear whether or in which meas-
ure Gregory is endorsing ascetic practices which bring the monk near to or even directly to death
(cf. Avtap €metta, vopou Tig amnvéog év ueodtolol /| Mvioato, kal tolov égepéetvev €nog, / EL KaAov
evoeBéeaat Oeod TEPL TOTUOV EMIOTELY, / "EAKwV kpuntadiolg pripact mkpov énoc. / EL & 0y’ aiSpeinow
EMAVOELE TEAELTIV' [ OVIIOKOUGLY TTOAAOTG TTPOPPOVEWS BavdTolg / AbTol Vo cQETEPNG TTAAGUNG, Kal
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seems to be little room for disapproval in Gregory’s words about these extreme ascet-
ics, whether or not they were present at Nazianzus. This means that Gregory is not so
opposed to the practices of Syrian monasticism as Gautier often makes him to be; the
poet even admits an exercise like the self-chaining into his portrait of the ascetic worthy
of the episcopate.

3.2.2.2 Ascetic attitudes

An important concept underlying these practices is separation from the world. The
concept is played out in a variety of directions in these passages. For example, it is
implicit in the description of fasting as “exile of thought from the crass” (vo0 . . . €k
méyoug ékdnuiaug, 11, 1, 12, 579)*’2. More importantly, it is the main reason behind Greg-
ory’s insistence on a poor life: poverty is ubiquitous in these portraits, either through
the use of terms derived from otévog, “scarce”, or through more elaborated passages®”.
At11, 1, 12, 595-597, for example, the metaphor of the ship is employed to convey three
basic messages regarding poverty*™. First, it links the portrait with Gregory’s profile,
since a stormy journey by ship triggered his ascetic profession, so that the man dis-
charging the ship alludes to Gregory choosing poverty to avoid shipwreck. Second,
the metaphor is denied (00 BuB®, 597) in order to stress that the renounced wealth
should be given to the poor. In Ephrem’s frequent calls to poverty, this detail was not
touched upon and, moreover, was not so important among the tasks of the bishop. For
Gregory, helping the poor seems more connected with the instantaneous renunciation
of riches for the sake of the ascetic life than with a coordinated and consistent effort of
the church led by the bishop. Finally, the metaphor implies—and the poet states—that
the renouncing party was rich before renouncing: the richer one was to begin with,
the more spectacular (and the more authoritative) is one’s renunciation.?’> Therefore,
this portrayal requires from the ideal ascetic that he be from a high-class background
before giving himself to asceticism; and even this renunciation of riches for the poor
could take on many different forms, not all equally spectacular and absolute?’s. The
refusal of riches described at II, 1, 17, 25-32 is less of an ascetic choice than a refusal of

yaoTpog avaykn’ / Ot 8¢ katd okoméAwy, BévBeat T e Bpoyots, / MapTupeg dtpeking, moAéuov 8 dmo kal
atovoevTog / Xatpovaty Bldtov 1008’ dnaviotduevol, 95-104). This in a way parallels the problem posed
by the expression 10 Bvijokely pvopevog kab’ uépav, treated here at n. 263.

272 Gautier 2002, 48-49.

273 For the use of otévog, see I, 1, 12, 55, 74, 590. The expression t0 p Tpuedv Tpue®dvTa is a Cynic
slogan: Dziech 1925, 9, 121-122 (especially n. 232).

274 On the metaphor: Rahner 1971, 239-564; Lorenz 1979; Kuhn 2014, 72-76. On its use in relation to
wealth: Dziech 1925, 1962n98.

275 As deftly noted by Brown 1992, 75.

276 The theme is treated by Rapp 2005, 211-215.



338 = 3 The Bishop and His World

corruption. Anyway, it is striking to note how much attention both Ephrem and Gregory
devote to the theme of poverty, especially in leaders?”.

Separation from the world is not limited to separation from material wealth, for
Gregory stresses more than once that the ascetic should part also from “social” goods.
First and foremost, the ascetic should renounce 86&a, glory or renown, and, corre-
spondingly, also ambitions (éAniSag), especially towards positions of power (ueydiwv
Bukwv)*, At 11, 1, 12, 73, Gregory says that the ascetic has even relinquished educa-
tion and culture, the Adyot he himself holds so dear in his writings. One might think
that these expressions of refusal of higher offices and of culture imply adherence to an
Egyptian model of monasticism, whereby the ascetic seeks to isolate himself from civil
society and avoids enrolment in the secular clergy.

This attitude seems confirmed by II, 1, 12, 598-599, where Gregory describes the
ascetic as running away (@uywv) from social life (moAetg) and from the “storm” (CéAn) of
political life?”, These lines move forward the metaphor of the ship in the sea: the man
is the ship, his wealth the shipment, public life the stormy sea, God the safe haven in
which the ascetic’s mind will dock (ToG voD 10 kdAAog Td Oe@® Tpoarpuoacey, 600). The
imagery is also a common thread in our poems in reference to Gregory’s retreat from
Constantinople*. A similar function, albeit with slightly different connotations, can be
attributed to two biblical images: Noah’s ark (1], 1, 13, 205-207) and Jonah’s three-day
stay in the belly of the fish (IL, 1, 17, 52-54), both of which imply the metaphor of public
life as a storm (the flood or the storm that hit Jonah’s ship), but which bear different
connotations in relation to Gregory’s retreat. In fact, the ark has the same value as the
idea of God as a safe haven, representing Gregory’s retreat as a search for protection.
Jonah’s image implies that Gregory was used as a scapegoat by the other bishop and that
his retreat was willing but not desired.

However, note the difference in context: these passages defend Gregory’s choice to
resign and retreat as ascetic; thereby, he tries to restore the authority he lost as church
leader in the form of ascetic authority. II, 1, 12, 598-599, on the other hand, refers to
the ascetic as unjustly subjected to a worldly bishop. This may refer to Gregory’s status
as inferior in rank to Nectarius, even though Nectarius had no direct jurisdiction on
Gregory and certainly was not Gregory’s bishop, since Gregory lived in Nazianzus. On
the other hand, the structure of the passage strongly implies that the two portraits (the

277 Poverty features prominently in the portrait of the apostles aimed at dispelling the idea that the
apostles’ low rank and culture justifies ignorant bishops (see §3.1.3.3): A6G pot T TLOTOV THV AITOGTOAWY
£v0g, / Ayalkov elval, Tipav ovk EEnuuévoy, / ApaBsov, futyvuvov, wg & aodv8arov, / ‘Eeriuepov,
mAoutoUvta EATiSag pévag, / Mnd’ ebmpoariyopdv v’ eig §6€av Adyov, / Tol pn Sokelv Bumeiav ioyvew
mAéov, | M8’ doyoielabat pog Adyoug aArotpiovs. (I1, 1, 12, 199-205).

278 Pipavta §6Zav, ktijow, eAnidag (11, 1, 12, 73); 008’ 6 y’ €MOTPEPETAL TAOVTOV PEYAAWY TE BOWKWY, /
00 86&ng Bpoténg £vBdse oupopévng (11, 1, 17, 29-30).

279 000G PUYLVY TTOAELS Te Kal Spwy kpdToug, / Kal Thv {aAny, fj tavta tav péow otpéeey, (1, 1, 12,
598-599).

280 Seell 1, 10, 29-32; 11, 1, 12, 792-795; 11, 1, 13, 209-211.
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ascetic and the worldly man) are intended as two models of ecclesiastical leadership:
therefore, I, 1, 12, 598-599 proposes retreat before the taking of office, whereas the
other passages present it as taking place after the ascetic has left office. Does this mean
that Gregory was vying for a reelection? This is unrealistic, although not entirely impos-
sible. After all, his choice not to take the task of bishop of Nazianzus after his resig-
nation from Constantinople might not have been due only to a desire for retreat and
ascesis, and maybe it concealed Gregory’s hope of being elected to some other and more
important see®, Yet I find it better to interpret this common imagery as signalling more
general concepts. First, although the ascetic portrait is clearly meant also as a criticism
to Nectarius and a self-defence, the poet is still speaking in general terms, so that his
reflections are of general value and do not need to conform in every detail to Gregory’s
situation. Second, even though the different contexts in which the image occurs seem
to imply different times for ascetic flight from the world, they do not explicitly exclude
each other. On the contrary, it is entirely consistent with Gregory’s own experience and
ideas that retreat be not just one phase in the formation of a church leader, but rather
should recur more than once in a lifetime, alternating with active duty. Therefore, as the
rich man forsook wealth and world in his forming years, he can also forsake his eccle-
siastical position to retreat in later days, and, in general, he should experience retreat
and renunciation before each new appointment in the church®? Third, as noted, the
ascetic portrait of I1, 1, 12, 576-609 does not explicitly refer to a candidate for the epis-
copate. The argument is more like this: asceticism (whereof a part is fleeing from the
world) commands spiritual authority even outside of ordained ministry; for this reason,
it would be absurd if ordained ministry, which has the right and duty to govern even
the ascetics, were to be completely nonascetic; therefore, in order to guide his whole
community, the bishop should have the spiritual authority only an ascetic lifestyle can
lend. It does not follow that every ascetic should also be a candidate for episcopate. In
the end, Gregory’s representation of himself, inII, 1, 12, 576—609, in the same terms with
which he portrays the ascetic need not imply that he is presenting himself for any con-
crete position as bishop: he is restoring his spiritual authority in a more general sense;
he is presenting himself as a reliable counsellor in spiritual matters; he is objecting to
Nectarius’s election and defending his own appointment in retrospect; and finally, he is
offering a general rule for episcopal appointments.

The idea of renunciation of worldly matters is also expressed as a “closing” or
“binding” of the senses (I, 1, 12, 62—63; 607). In the first case (62—63), the image refers
to the bad man’s failure to curtail his earthly pleasures: Meier rightly connects the met-
aphor of the bolts (kA€l0pa) to be applied to the senses to analogous metaphors used
elsewhere in relation to single parts of the body to signify renunciation®®. This inter-

281 McGuckin 2001a, 384-386.

282 Gautier 2002, 107.

283 Meier 1989, 82 ad 1. 63, with a reference to Zehles/Zamora 1996, 66-67 (commenting Greg. Naz. I, 2,
2,76-77). In that case, the part of the body in question are the ears, which are to be shielded from dam-



340 —— 3 The Bishop and His World

pretation is confirmed by the other image employed—that of a racing horse (n®Aog)
without reins (fvia)—because of its Platonic echoes?*. Line 607 (Kai cuv§éwv aioBnowv
avT® TV mAdvov) comes after the mention of self-enchainment (603-606), and the par-
ticiple ouv8éwv describes one of the aims of that practice. This is again a moral limita-
tion on earthly pleasure: the senses (aigOnotc) are “wandering” (mAdvog), as was the
“colt without reins” in 63; the chains are used to keep them still (cuv8éwv); and the
overall idea is to prevent the ascetic from sinning for the sake of his sensual appetites.
The ascetic strives to distance his interest and his thoughts from material things, an aim
described atII, 1, 12, 71 as “sitting above visible things” (&vw kabrpevov T@v 6pwuEvVwY)
and, in more forceful terms, at I, 1, 17, 25-26 as “cleaving the spirit from earthly things
(kedlew / Buudv amod xBovinv)?s,

Gregory synthesises the meaning of asceticism, of fleeing the world and separating
the mind from the senses, in the expression kéopov atipwagovta (IL, 1, 13, 110). Ascet-
icism, therefore, strives towards a new relationship with the xdopog, one of superi-
ority and carelessness. Superiority and carelessness touch different levels of reality,
because the word xdouog embraces both the physical and the social sphere, expressing
every system of realities separated from (and sometimes antagonistic to) God**. The
poet has stressed in these ascetic portraits the “outsider” quality of the ascetic, his oth-
erness from the logic of the social and material world: Gautier rightly identified this
concept under the heading of &eviteia, “living abroad”, as the central feature of Grego-
rian ascesis; and, it must be noted, separation from the world is the basis both of the
desert ideology of Egyptian anchorites and the almost militaristic conception of Syrian

aging words (see also II, 1, 45, 15), but the following lines (I, 2, 2, 78-81) apply similar imagery of binding
and closing to the eyes and the mouth (Oppata 8 év vope®aot teolg PAepapoloy ptybw, 78; Xeilea ...
Séopta keiabw, 80). The mouth is the privileged object of this imagery, on the basis of Ps. 140:3: 11, 1, 34A,
11; 0r. 6, 1; 12, 1; ep. 118, 1; Kuhn 2014, 85-86.

284 Plat. Phaedr. 246A-257B, the famous myth of the chariot of the soul. See also the Homeric simile at
Il 6,506-511. For the image in Gregory see: Kuhn 2014, 55-60. Note that Ephrem used the image of the
reins (pgtide) to express the same idea of dominating youth through asceticism at CN 15, 5, 5.

285 A more epistemological turn is given to the image at or. 2, 7 (again describing ascetic life): Ov&ev
yap £86KeL pot tolodTov olov pdoavta TG aicOioeLs, €0 oapkog Kai KOGUOL yevopevoy, eig autdv
oLOTPAPEVTA, PNEEVOG TMV AvBpwTivwv Tpocantouevoy, dTL Ui mioa avdykn, aut@d ntpociarodvra Kal
0 O, (fjv Umep T@ Opwueva, Kal Tag Belag Eupdoelg del kKabapag év autd QEPEY ApLYElS TRV KATW
YAPOKTPWY Kal TAAVWUEVWY, OVTWG EG0TTTPOV AKNAISWTOV B0D Kal T®V Beiwv kal 6v kal del ywopevov,
QWTL TPOCAAUPAVOVTA PHE, Kal AUAVPOTEPW TPAVOTEPOY, 118N TO ToD PEAAOVTOG aidvog dyabov Talg
EAiol KapTOUUEVOV, KAl GUUTEPUTOAETY AyyEAoLS, £TL UTTEP VG OVTA KATAAUTOVTA THY YRV, Kal UTO ToD
mvevpatog dvw TiOépevov. This passage parallels most themes touched in the ascetic portrayals of the
poems: beside shutting the senses, there is the flight from the world and flesh, the direct relationship
with God, the iconographic concept of “characters” imprinted from above and the ascetic as mirror
reflecting God, the vita angelica and the apocalyptic anticipation.

286 Lampe 1961, 771, s.v. KOGUOG.
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urban asceticism®’. However, in contrast with Gautier’s analysis, our texts seem not

to provide the counterbalance of charity to the isolationist tendency of the ascetic that
should imprint Gregory’s engaged asceticism: not only does the poet defend extreme
practices such as flight from the cities and self-enchainment or even renunciation of the
A6yol, but the poems lack the typical discussion of mixed life as a synthesis between vita
contemplativa and vita activa®®, The only passage approaching these themes is I, 1, 12,
709-720, but it attributes all good to the contemplative and stresses the immorality of
political life, thereby reinforcing the ideal of an isolated ascetic (§2.2.3.2).

However, even if the mixed life is not directly thematised, the portraits of II, 1, 13
and of II, 1, 17 strongly imply the idea of a priest-ascetic, mixing contemplative and
active life. The ideal candidate for the episcopate has “sweated in the thrones”—that
is, has had experience in ecclesiastical affairs (éviSpwaoavta 8povolay, 11, 1, 13, 108); he
is a priest (BunmoéAov €06A0V Avaktog, 11, 1, 13, 111) and is surrounded by other people
(AvBpwrnwv 8 dyabolol 51601 @péva, To1g 8¢ Kakolal / Kaumntetal, dooa AiBog dkpuoeLg
adduag, I, 1, 17, 27-28). Here, incidentally, we find a similarity with Ephrem’s stress
on the bishop’s management of advice and information in the community in CN 21, 10;
12-13 (§3.1.4.3). These characteristics are just as apt to describe Gregory as the more
ascetic ones: in referring to the “old man who sweated in the thrones” and who could
not bring himself to consent with bad people, the poet clearly means himself, being old,
having been bishop in Nazianzus and in Constantinople and having resisted Maximus
before that and the party of Diodore and Flavian afterward. He is the weak one jostled
out from the chancel by the dAxwog Nectarius (11, 1, 13, 107).

Only II, 1, 12 is totally skewed towards the contemplative side. This may be due to
the context in which the two portrayals are inserted and the point of Gregory’s argu-
ment: in both cases he is contrasting his curriculum with that of Nectarius, so that he
may have wanted to stress the contemplative side of the mixed life, since the active was
in common with the other figure. Indeed, Gregory does not reject Aéyot and civic life
so flatly when he is arguing against the uncouth Cynic Maximus?®, On the other hand,
we must bear in mind that both portrayals in II, 1, 12 compare the ascetic to the secular
in order to bring out an injustice: the passage at 54-75 complains about the immortal
theme of the misery of the just man and the triumphs of the wicked, whereas lines
570-633 argue that it is absurd that a worldly man should be the leader in matters of
religion to an ascetic. Granted, the poet wants us to understand that such a man as the

287 On Eeviteia: Gautier 2002, 9-16 (Eeviteia before Gregory); 69—77 (in Gregory). On the Egyptian de-
sert: Rapp 2005, 105-125. On Syrian monastic ethos: Véébus 1958, 86—90. In Syrian asceticism in particu-
lar; the ascetic signals his separation from the world not through displacement from the city, but through
virginity; much more than the Egyptian anchorite, the bnay gyama thought of themselves as waging an
apocalyptic war against the present world, hence their engagement in communal life, which did not
contradict their separation from the world itself.

288 Gautier 2002, 52—53, 56—69; the most dramatic representation of this discussion is II, 1, 11, 277-311.
289 See also Meier 1989, 135.
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ascetic of 576-609 would be the better bishop, but, as I already said, not every ascetic
needs to be a bishop®®.

3.2.2.3 Ascetic aims
Separation from the world, important as it is, constitutes only the pars destruens, so
to speak, of asceticism. One wants to liberate oneself from the flesh, but what for? The
attention of the Gregorian ascetic goes in three main directions: the end of times, Scrip-
ture, and God. Contemplation of the €oyatov assumes different forms, combining the
philosophical exercise of meditation on death with the apocalyptic awareness of Syrian
Christianity. Death is clearly linked with separation from the world, but Gregory intro-
duces Christian content in this intuition—for example, by connecting death and sep-
aration from the world to angelic life or the hope in the resurrection. Apart from the
already discussed 0 Bvijokew pvouevog kab’ fuépav, which connects death, fasting,
and angelic life (IL, 1, 12, 592-594), there is the topos of the ascetic as living dead (II, 1,
13, 111) and the Pauline expression mo8@®v Aapetv évduua v agbdapaoiav (1L, 1, 12, 591).
This is laden with cultural implications: “incorruption” (a@6apaia) is not only the term
defining eternal life; it also defines virginity in early Syrian asceticism®*. The idea of
“putting on” Christ or incorruption as a dress, though already in Paul, was very promi-
nent in Syrian Christianity, but it was also extensively analysed by Origen as an eschato-
logical formula®?2 However, the ascetic contemplating death and the end is also brought
to reflect on God’s judgement and on his own sin: hence the reference to repentance
and to the deep stress and preoccupation over the salvation of one’s soul (see II, 1, 12,
48-53; 58). The theme emerges only at the beginning of II, 1, 12, because it highlights
the injustice of having the anxious and depressed penitent pursued by misfortune while
the wicked enjoys life without remorse; yet, before this contrast, Gregory had hinted at
the last judgement. The other ascetic portrayals do not refer directly to the judgement,
and, moreover, they tend to highlight the peace of mind and detachment of the ascetic
in contrast with the many cares of the man in the world (see II, 1, 12, 611-613).
Regarding meditation on Scriptures, Gregory seems to distinguish two phases: in II,
1,12, 57 he lists biblical study among the activities consuming the mind and body of the

290 Finally, even if it forms a comprehensive description of Gregory’s ascetic ideal, the passage at
576-609 is punctuated by the anaphora of oUtog (576; 595; 598; 602; 608), which may signal different
hypothetical ascetics portrayed in the description (Meier 1989, 135). This construction is well grounded
in grammar and has a parallel atII, 2, 1, 55-84, where Gregory lists a series of ascetics with their achieve-
ments. However, the listing at II, 2, 1 is much more varied than our anaphora of 00tog. Furthermore,
I find the entire passage at II, 1, 12, 576609 too internally coherent to be split in a series of portrayals
of different ascetics. The anaphora of 00to¢ may in fact be referred to the same subject, as per Kiihner/
Gerth 1898, §467.

291 Voobus 1958, 86-87.

292 Syriac Christianity: Brock 1992, 32-33, 39, 42, 46-48, 6066, 85-97, 107. Origen: Noce 2002; cf. Orig.
princ. 2,3, 2-3; c. Cels. 7, 32.
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ascetic; on the other hand, in II, 1, 12, 608-609, he presents understanding of Scripture
as arevelation of the Holy Spirit given to the ascetic. This double facet is to be explained
with the idea that correct speculation, and in particular correct interpretation of Scrip-
ture, cannot be attained without a moral purification of the person. Bible study is at the
same time an instrument of purification among the other, more practical, exercises, and
is the aim of asceticism?®®, Therefore, this whole description of asceticism finally ties
into the educational program already discussed in §3.1.3.3: Christian learning has to
be conceived primarily as biblical hermeneutics. It may be unadorned and “ascetic” in
style, but it must be rich in contents. Correct hermeneutics is a gift of the Spirit, so that
the recipient should purify himself only through asceticism (of which study is just one
aspect). As was noted above for Gregory’s educational program, his ascetic program,
as well, is deeply influenced by Origen, maybe not in the concrete practices—which
reflect a Syrian milieu—but certainly in its aims, involving a deep engagement with
Scripture®*,

Finally, the ascetic is said to have direct contact with God. The theme is repeated
in almost the same terms in each portrayal. These passages are also very similar to the
definition of priesthood in II, 1, 12, 751-760 and to Gregory’s description of his activity
of “spiritual priesthood” in retreat (IL, 1, 10, 31-34; 11, 1, 12, 803-808; IL, 1, 13, 209-215; 11,
1, 17, 101-102)*%. In this case, Gregory’s technique of rewriting, with slight variations,
a common theme across different works seems to be laden with meaning: the poet
strongly suggests that the activity of the ascetic and of the priest is the same, with the
difference that the priest has to communicate his activity to others; moreover, it seems
clear that, once this identity between ascetic and priest has been established, Gregory
casts himself as the ideal example of this general portrait. This goes in the same direc-
tion as his treatment of biblical learning, since in that case too he required from the
bishops a particular kind of learning, which he then attributed to the ascetic. Therefore,
parallels and variations on the same theme serve to further the idea that the ideal req-
uisites for the episcopacy are found and fostered in the asceticism Gregory champions.
If Gregory avoids too direct a statement on this, perhaps to avoid falling into Encratite
positions such as those condemned at Gangra.

As to the contents of this meditation on God, three facets may be highlighted: the
organ of meditation, the imagery of “ascent,” and that of “touching” God. In all pas-

293 Gautier 2002, 120-121, 169, 172.

294 For Origen the exegete is as inspired by the Holy Spirit as was the sacred writer in the first place:
Orig. in Mt. comm. 14, 6; princ. 2, 7, 2; quo modo opus prophetarum erat haec spiritu praedicere quae vide-
bantur, sic eodem spiritu opus est ei qui exponere cupit ea quae sunt latenter significata (in Hes. hom. 2,
2).Jerome, who translated in Latin the quoted homily by Origen and who claimed to have studied under
Gregory, continues this line of thought: nullus melior typi sui interpres erit, quam ipse qui inspiravit
prophetas et futurae veritatis in servis suis lineas ante signavit (Hieron. in Ion. praef. 72—74).

295 BesidesII, 1, 17, 25-40, which can be read as the portrait of a perfect bishop as well as of an
ascetic, the main differences of the passages on Gregory and on priesthood from the ascetic portraits
are the themes of sacrifice (see §3.1.2; §2.1.3.1) and of retreat.
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sages (including those on priesthood and on Gregory’s retreat), the organ that meditates
on and eventually reaches God is the vo0g. The generalised use of this word and the
avoidance of the term Yuy in this context cannot be coincidental: the poet is implicitly
adopting a tripartite structure of the human being, in which the mental faculties are
topped by an apex mentis, a part or faculty of the mind capable of making contact with
the Godhead, namely voUc. It is a Neoplatonic idea found also in Origen as an exegesis of
Pauline expressions such as “inner man” or “new man”>%, Ilambic passages employ only
the word vol¢ and derivatives, whereas in dactylic verses Gregory employs, besides
voUg, other terms stemming from the epic tradition: 6vpog (I, 1, 10, 33; 11, 1, 17, 26) and
npanideg (11, 1, 13, 212; 11, 1, 17, 37). Ouudg is the organ rising above material things,
and, considering the parallelism between II, 1, 10, 33 and II, 1, 17, 35, Gregory seems
to mean Bupog as a synonym for vot¢®’. The word mpanideg, on the other side, has a
very specific meaning, since npamniSeg are always mentioned in connection with the
“recording” of mystical experiences in the ascetic’s mind, so that this must be a poetic
term for memory?®,

296 Plot. enn. 5, 3, 3; Orig. princ. 4, 4, 9. Origen and Plotinus share the conviction that man contains
something capable of reaching the divine; they both call it voli¢ (among other names); they both see
it as something more primordial and original than the vy and the body, which are later additions
concealing this kernel (see: Plot. enn. 6, 4, 14; Orig. in Joh. comm. 20, 22, 183); therefore, they both see the
approach to the One or God as a “returning”. For the difference of these two models, see Dupuis 1967,
62—65 (for Plotinus the divine is in the soul as an intellectual faculty, for Origen the vodg is capable of
receiving the divine, but it is not the same as God; participation is mechanical and obtained through
reason in Plotinus, founded on Grace and eschatological in Origen; the primacy of vodg in Plotinus
is ontological, whereas in Origen is also chronological or historical). Gregory’s position vis-a-vis these
thinkers entails the concepts of 6¢wotg or oikeiwaolg @ Oe®, his anthropology and the question of the
man “made in God’s image”, all themes deeply studied, and which is not necessary to rehearse here. For
some discussions, see Holl 1904, 161-164; Girardi 2001; Russell 2006, 215-225; Maslov 2012a; Maslov
2012b; Elm 2012, 259-265, 413-422.

297 "EvBa voou kabapoiot vorjuact Bupov deipwv (1L, 1, 10, 33); aAAd voov kabapolot voiuaoy aiév
aétwv (11, 1, 17, 35). See also: Bupov amd yBoviwv €vBev aviotapevog (IL, 1, 17, 26). Locating in the Buudg
the higher faculties, Gregory is employing the Homeric sense of the word, as opposed to later usage,
which tends to ascribe to Buudg emotions and appetites.

298 Aiei e panideocot voruata Bela yapdoowv (1, 1, 13, 212); \¢ [scil. Tptddog] TuMOV £0TrpLEev évi
npanideaowv éfjloL (11, 1, 17, 37). After Homer, mpani and panideg were taken as synonyms of ¢prjv and
opéveg, and their range of meanings reduced to intellectual activity, whereas in Homer the term has
still a physical sense and an emotional one, while its relationship with gpéveg is hard to ascertain (Sul-
livan 1987). The idea of memory here is conveyed more by the expressions xapdoowv and tunov, which
echo the common idea of memory as a writing support (cf.: Suvdpel 8 oltwg Homep &v ypauuateiey ¢
unBv évumapyet évreheyeia yeypappévov, Aristot. an. 429B 29-430A 1; Tiyv 8¢ pavtaciav elvat TOTWoV
€v Yuyij, T00 6vOUaTog oiKelwg UETEVNVEYUEVOL ATTO TMV TUTWY <T®V> €V T® KNpd VIO T00 SakTuAiov
ywouévwv. Zeno apud Diog. L. 7, 45). The use of mpamnideg may also be a Homeric rewriting of biblical
phraseology: éntypapov 8¢ éni 10 mAdtog tfig kapdiag ov (Prov. 7:3); @avepoOpeVOL OTL 0TE EMLOTOAN
Xptotol StakovnBeloa D’ NUGV, Eyyeypapuévn ov uéAavt A tvevuatt Beod (HvTog, ovk év Aty
ABvaig AN év maly kapdiatg oapkivartg (2Cor. 3:3); §180U¢ VOUOULG HoL £l Kapdiag avT@V Kal £l TV
Stavolav avtdv Emtypdhw avtovg (Jer. 38:33; Hebr. 8:10; 10:16; cf. Jer. 17:1).
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Two images define meditation in Gregory’s texts—namely, elevation or ascent
and touching. Trisoglio has already studied the theme of elevation or ascent in Greg-
ory’s spirituality?®. It is a piece of imagery so widespread in our culture and in the
ancient one that it is almost taken for granted. Indeed, it is shared among Gregory’s
main models for these passages: the Platonic literature, the Bible, and Origen®”. In the
passages on Gregory’s retreat, the ascending movement is paired with an introverted
movement of the voig: Qv 68 Seopog £xel mAdyktny voov &vSov ayeipag, / Eiow mag
opdwv (11, 1, 13, 209-210). God is looked for with an inward movement, which is also a
unifying movement, whereas the normal activity of the intellect is outward and sparse
(mAayktnv). Introspection and unity are not only the basis of Plotinian meditation"
but also metaphysical categories which describe the activity of the second hypostasis,
the voG¢®®. In other words, Gregory frames his retreat from politics as the Neoplatonic
“conversion” (¢ntotpo@n)) of the Soul to its principle, Mind, and of Mind to its principle,
the One. The dialectic between “conversion” (¢niotpo@n]) and “procession” (npdodocg) of
the hypostases (which has a Christian counterpart in the call to conversion and in the
Son’s condescension through incarnation) is imitated by the ascetic-bishop, oscillating
between activity and retreat. Through this analogy between Godhead and philosopher,
retreat and ascent become the same movement.

The metaphor of touch for mystical contact with the divinity is another common-
place: the sense of touch is the less mediated of the senses, and as such, it expresses the

299 Trisoglio 1990. In our poems: II, 1, 12, 71; 579; 11, 1, 13, 109; II, 1, 17, 26; 35-36. See also II, 1, 10, 33
andIl, 1,12, 753.

300 Asregards Platonism, ideas of ascent in relation to philosophical progress are scattered all through
the Phaedrus (for example: tedéa pév obv oloa [scil. | Yoyl kal éntepwpévn petewporopel, Plat.
Phaedr. 246C; dxpav ént TV Lovpaviov aPida mopevovtat [ot Beol] mpog dvavreg, 247B; T8¢ TIG Op&OV
KGAA0G, T0D aAnBoDg avauiuvnokopevog, trep®tal Te Kal avamntepovuevog Tpobupoduevos avantéadal,
advvat®v 8¢, 6pviBog Siknv PAETWY Gvw, TOHV KATw 8¢ dueAdy, 249D) and are also prominent in Ploti-
nus (for example: Ta ¢ To0 vod €vepyquata Gvwbev o0dTwg, OG T@ £k Th¢ aiobroew kdtwbev, TodTo
6VTECG TO KUPLOV TH G YLYTiG, Hédov Suvduewg SiTTiig, xelpovog kail Bertiovog, xelpovog uev Tiig aiobnoew,
BeAtiovog 8¢ ToU vob, Plot. enn. 5, 3, 3). In the Bible, God is frequently visualised in heaven or on high
(1Reg. 8:27; Ps. 10:4; Jes. 57:15; 66:1; Mt. 5:34; Lc. 2:14), visions may entail the prophet ascending to heav-
en (Hes. 8:3; 11:24; 2Cor. 12:2) and Jesus himself says that one must be “born from above (6vw6ev)” to
“see” the Kingdom of God (Joh. 3:3). As for Origen, a relevant passage is in Joh. comm. 19, 20, 130-134.
301 E.g.: Agl tolvuy, el @V oltw mapdvtwy avtiAnig éotat, kat 10 avtlapfavopevov eig 10 elow
ETLOTPEPELY, KAKET TOLETY TNV TTpocoynv €xewv (Plot. enn. 5, 1, 12); €ig &v avT® EABLV, Kal UNKETL a)lo0g
£v 0pol mavta 0Tl UeT ékelvou ToT Beod ahoenTl TapoVToG, Kal E0TL HeT avTol doov Svvatal kal BEAEL
(8, 11); mavtwv @V £Ew deepévny SeT EntoTpaivat Tpog To elow TAvVTN, Ui TPOG TL TOVY EEw KekAlaBal,
AN ayvoroavta ta avta, (6, 9, 7).

302 Eix6va 8¢ ¢xetvou Aéyopev glval Tov vodv: 8T yap capiatepov Aéyewv: Tp@TOV uév, 8Tt Se1 wg elval
£KEVO TO yevOpEVOV Kal amoo®lety ToAAd avTod Kai elvat dpoldTnTa TPOG avTd, Homep Kal 0 PHG Tod
NAtov. AAX’ 00 volg ékelvo. TIwg 0OV volv yevvi; "H 8Tt Tf) EMOTPOQR TIPOg avtd Ewpa 1 8¢ Bpactg abtn
vo0g (Plot. enn. 5,1, 7).
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intimate relationship of the mystic mind with God®®. Aristotle discusses the sense of
touch in an. 422b 17-424a 16 and mentions it elsewhere in his biological opus, noting
the difficulties this sense poses for his model of sensation passing through a material
medium; in effect, in the sense of touch, medium and sensory organ tend to coincide,
and the medium is subject to substantial changes from the object of sensation (contra-
rily to what happens to all other senses), acquiring some of its properties. Moreover, for
Aristotle, the sense of touch is the most primal and basic of all senses, the one without
which there can be no sense—and therefore no animal—at all**%, In fact, where Gregory
does not use this image, he employs other words, kowovéw and piyvuul, expressing not
only a direct contact but also a mutual action of the agents, a “coming together”*®.

The last ideological component of Gregory’s portrait of the ascetic brings both this
idea of “coming together” with the Godhead and the practices described to fruition: the
ascetic bears the marks of his spiritual progress. This is true not only on the spiritual level,
as we have seen the ascetic storing up God’s T0mog in his mpaniSeg, but also on a physical
level, as the practices of asceticism mould and mark (again with the word tomog) the
ascetic’s body>®. The insistence on the marks of asceticism, be they physical or spiritual,
is a striking similarity with Ephrem’s idea of the tupsa (i.e., Tonog) of poverty. Granted,
Ephrem develops the image in another direction, towards a sort of biblical typology
applied to episcopal succession, but the poets share the same approach to ascetic models
in visual or iconographic terms. On one side, this approach may be connected with their
insistence on the value of example; on the other, I take it to be influenced by the rising
devotion to living ascetics. As Bacci has noted, inspecting ascetics was a religious prac-
tice of increasing importance in late antiquity, whereby pilgrims visited monks, eager to
see their bodies unpleasantly marked by extreme feats of asceticism. The sight alone of
these “living icons and statues of virtue”, as Theodoret calls them, was deemed sufficient
to transmit a spiritual benefit or a vague idea of the resurrected body*”’. Now, as we
have seen (§2.2.3.2), the same idea is applied by Gregory to the bhishop as church leader:
he too must acquire the marks of God in his soul to radiate and mediate them to the
community, in order to effect their salvation. The same acquiring of “marks” is used by
Gregory to refer to himself in I1, 1, 13, 212 (aiel Te mpanideoot vorjpata Bela yapdoowv).
As in the case of biblical proficiency, the self-portrait, the ascetic ideal, and the model

303 See: I, 1, 17, 39. Cf. Plotinus: tva ¢ 8w adT®V mepuntuEmueda Kal undev pépog Exotuey, O Wi
¢pantopeda 6eod (enn. 6, 9, 9).

304 Steiner Goldner 2018.

305 Seell, 1,12, 72, 600-601.

306 Cf. TOTOLG Te cupK®VY £0@paylotat Twuiotg (11, 1, 12, 586) with fig [scil. TpLaSog] Tumov Eotriptéev évi
npanideaowv éfot (I1, 1, 17, 37). See also eikwv pév TIg £ypadev Areikovog ApyeTUTOLO, / GTNOAUEVOS
npondpolBe, nivag §umedétato popeny (1L, 1, 13, 112-113).

307 olov Tvag elkdvag abT®dv uPuyoug Kal oThAag oeg adTovg Temoujkaot (Theodrt. hist. rel. praef. 2);
Aépewve 8¢ péypt kal tiuepov 08 Tiig ToALteiag o €180 ... appoTepol oTiAAL TVEG Euuyol Kal eikGveg
Tii¢ ApeTiig Thg ékelvou yevopevol (5, 6; note how the “way” of life of the monks is called a moAtteiag
€180¢, with a visual metaphor). See Bacci 2014, 69-72.
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bishop tend to be formulated in the same terms. In this particular case, given the rela-
tive lack of precedents for the iconographic metaphor applied to the bishops, one could
argue that both Ephrem and Gregory transported the metaphor from the cult of ascetics
to bishops as they integrated ascetic values into their model of the bishop.

3.2.3 Conclusion

Summing up Gregory’s and Ephrem’s treatments of asceticism in relation to the episco-
pate, we could say that the two poets develop a common ideal of the ascetic-bishop along
slightly different lines, according to their different interests. They both envisage the
bishop as leading the ascetics, who are thought of as part of the community; in general,
the poems do not address potential or actual conflicts between ascetic circles and the
church hierarchy, but they tacitly imply such conflicts as an argument for a bishop
having strong ascetic credentials, if not chosen from among the ascetics themselves. In
fact, asceticism and church hierarchy are consistently lumped together, whether it be
in Ephrem’s description of the career of Valgash and in the idea of an ascetic succession
bound up with the episcopal one, or in Gregory’s (self-)portraits of the ideal ascetic, cor-
responding with the ideal bishop and the ideal candidate for the episcopate.

Ephrem and Gregory conceive of asceticism in the same Syrian tradition: the
ascetic is part of the Christian community, is marked out by virginity and a heightened
practice of Christian liturgies (fasts, wakes, prayers, interpretation of Scriptures), and is
the perfect candidate for ordered ministry. They also strongly emphasise poverty, as a
value that the bishops should bring to their ministry from an ascetic background. In the
case of Ephrem, this emphasis can be placed, albeit with some difficulty, in the histori-
cal context of a community gaining back imperial favour after the times of Julian, thus
risking becoming arrogant in its prosperity. In the case of Gregory, no precise historical
occurrence seems to play a role, but perhaps no small part of the episcopal infighting
that pestered his career must be attributed to greed.

Two major differences mark out Gregory’s treatment of asceticism from Ephrem’s.
First, Gregory is much more cautious as regards virginity, a choice stemming from his
position as son of a bishop and close ally of a married bishop (Gregory of Nyssa), and
perhaps also from his taking into account the Synod of Gangra and the experience of
Eustathius of Sebaste, whereas Ephrem is rooted in the strongly Encratitic tradition of
the Syriac churches. Second, Gregory expresses his view of asceticism from within the
Greek philosophical tradition, where Origen and Neoplatonism strongly influence his
thought. Therefore, in Gregory we find descriptions of or references to contemplation
and mysticism, which are totally absent from Ephrem. The Syrian poet sees asceticism
as an ethical enterprise or as a striving for purity, and the insights the ascetic gains are
limited to his ability to preach and interpret Scripture. In Gregory, on the other side, the
Origenian model places biblical hermeneutics in a deeper metaphysics of the relation
between God and man.
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3.3 Who makes the bishops? Questions of episcopal selection

It is no surprise that our poets, concerned as they are with the behaviour of bishops,
should also touch upon the theme of their selection. A number of different concerns and
ideas crowd around the selection of candidates and the creation of the new bishop. The
characteristics of the ideal candidate, in relation to his future tasks as prelate as well
as to the hot topic of asceticism, have been already examined. The point of this section
is to lay out the ideas and literary treatment of the formality of episcopal selection,
not its material criteria: Who should make the choice? How should he or they decide?
What exactly does the process of creating a new hishop, as represented in Gregory’s
and Ephrem’s poems, entail? In practice, the great question, common to Ephrem and
Gregory, is fitting together God and the community (or clergy) in the process of selection
and legitimation of a bishop. One should not forget that this question agitated the church
in the fourth century not only because of the frequent exiles and replacements of Arian
and Nicene bishops, posing concrete problems of legitimacy, but also because of commu-
nities bearing radical understandings of the question, such as Donatists, Novatianists,
Montanists, and Messalianists®®. Despite the common theme, the two poets parse this
process of selection differently, in accordance with their different interests at hand.

At first, I will confront the most glaring difference between the two poets—namely,
the agency of the choice of a bishop (§3.3.1). Gregory attributes it to other bishops;
Ephrem to God (§3.3.1.1). Then, I will consider the role of the people and of the prede-
cessor in the selection and election process (§3.3.1.2). In the following section (§3.3.2),
Gregory’s position will be examined with a reading first of his more innovative poem, II,
1,12 (§3.3.2.1), then of his vaguer call to improvement in the churchin II, 1, 13 (§3.3.2.2).
I will then compare the different stances and narrations in these two poems (§3.3.2.3),
and finally sum up the results of this inquiry in the conclusion (§3.3).

3.3.1 Who chooses bishops? Divine choice and the need for consensus

According to canon law, the bishop was chosen by the community—with special weight
placed on its clergy—and approved by the metropolitan and by the other bishops of
the diocese. How this process precisely played out in the first centuries of Christian-
ity, taking into account significant regional variations and encroachments by imperial
authority, is difficult to determine, although scholarship has described tendencies,
single cases, and overarching concerns®®. Gregory’s and Ephrem’s approaches to the
theme are considerably different.

308 On the exile of bishops, see Barry 2018; Hillner/Enberg/Ulrich 2016; Kopecek 1974.

309 Regarding episcopal selection, a first approach with further bibliography can be gleaned from:
Gryson 1973; Gryson 1979; Norton 2007; Leemans/Van Nuffelen/Keough/Nicolaye 2011; Leppin 2016;
Leppin 2017.
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3.3.1.1 God and the bishops

Gregory writes with a clear conscience that bishops are coopted by the other bishops,
for otherwise his deep concern with criteria of selection would be inconceivable: I, 1,
12 and 1II, 1, 13 address the bishops directly, criticizing the criteria adopted until now
and proposing new ones®'’, Moreover, he takes for granted this process of co-optation,
so that it is likely his interlocutors shared the same presupposition. Indeed, this is in
accordance with the contemporary growth of the influence of bishops in the appoint-
ments and the decline in importance of the congregations®'!. Therefore, episcopal
authority eschews, as regards the selection of the incumbent, the features of the char-
ismatic type of authority, in which charisma is not conferred upon the incumbent, but
is instead found, discovered in someone who, by virtue of this charisma, becomes an
authority®? A different representation of the process is at work in Gregory’s autobio-
graphical narration: when he describes his call to Constantinople, Gregory attributes
it to God, the Nicene community of the city, and other bishops®®. This scheme is much
more in line with canon law and also more flattering for the elected, since he can count
on divine legitimation and popular consensus to defend his position; however, the fact
remains that the bishops were still the most important agent, as demonstrated by the
fact that sometimes the people are omitted (II, 1, 10, 15), and the agency of the Spirit
is advanced with some doubt (EiT’ 00v 10 Belov ITvedua, €l auaptdseg, . .. TO § odv
npodnAov, cuAAoyol te molpévwv / Kal Aadg 6pBadotog, 11, 1, 12, 79; 81-82). Granted, we
should not take these propositions as theological stances, because they would be con-
tradictory. Rather, the poet highlights a different component of a complex theological
idea (i.e., the appointment of a new bishop) in view of his context, aim, and audience;
therefore, it makes perfect sense that he would mention all components (God, bishops,
and people), stressing divine intervention, when claiming legitimacy for his own epis-
copate before the same social components that would traditionally accept or refuse
that legitimacy. When the poet advances to other bishops concrete criteria for the selec-
tion of candidates, on the other hand, there is no need to put forth all components; on

310 See: ‘Hueig 8¢ mavtag padiwg kabifopev (II, 1, 12, 375); ToOT 0dv 0p&V EKauveg EVPEY TOLUEVE;
[ Q¢ uKpov éomovdaleg eykaivmTopal. / ‘Qomep AOYLOTV €0KOTELS TOV TTPOGTATNV. /| KOTpwv péAel
0oL, Pewovwy 8 £uol Adyog. (11, 1, 12, 747-750); Aebp’ (te, Se€itepiiol vEoug KAvolte Tévovtag / IIdat
TPOPPOVEWG, Kal pn odéovat tétavrtad. (11, 1, 13, 90-91); Huelg 8 ad kakin yépa Ofkauev (11, 1, 13, 194).
311 Gryson 1978, 342-345; Leppin 2016, 74-75; contra Norton 2007, 6-7, 30-34, 38—45.

312 Weber 1922, 145. Cf. Leppin 2017, 45-46 (Cyprian reflects the common notion that “elections” of
bishops are not meant to balance the interests of the community, but to identify correctly God’s will,
as already theorised by Weber 1922, 143-144; Origen conceives of charisma separately from episcopal
charges: hopefully the two can go hand in hand, but sometimes they will be at odds; see Orig. in Lev.
hom. 6, 2; 6, 6).

313 0GKov &’ GANGTPLOVY, / O pe B¢ T £néPnae, @0l T ayabol Bepamovteg; (11, 1, 10, 14-15); neupev
NUEG 1 XApLg TOD TVELUATOG / TOAADY KAAOVVTWV TOLEVWY Kal Bpeppdtwy (I, 1, 11, 595-596); ElT’ 0Ov
70 Ogtov ITvelpa, €10’ auaptadeg, /'Qg av Sixag tioawut Tiig éndpocwg / To 8 obv TpdSnAov cvANoYyOL Te
nolévey / Kat Aaog 6pBodo&og, aAN olnw miatig (11, 1, 12, 79-82). See §2.1.2.1; §5.1.2.1.
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the contrary, it is useful to stress the other bishops’ role in the selection. However, the
novelty of addressing the bishops as agents of the selection should not be understated.

Ephrem’s rhetoric is totally different: in his poems, the bishops in their collegiality
are not even mentioned, and the choice is wholly ascribed to God. The main rhetorical
device used to make this point is the refrain, since almost every single refrain of CN 13-21
is a thanksgiving to God for having “chosen” (gha) or “created” (‘bad) the bishop®'*. Here
one must recall the issues related to the performance of Ephrem’s poems (see §1.2.1): the
refrains stand out from the rest of the text for their repetitive character. Yet, while the
refrains of CN 13-16 consist of a single line repeated identically after every verse, CN 17-21
vary the tenth and last lines of every verse, maintaining the same syntactic structure.
Although less marked, the tenth lines of these poems still stand out: their structure is that of
an acclamation, as is usual for Ephrem’s refrains; they repeat more or less the same syntax
throughout, with minimal changes; and they are always syntactically independent from
the rest of the stanza®>. It is likely that this peculiarity was mirrored in the performance of
the poems, so that scholars usually hypothesise a collective delivery of the refrains.

This view—Ilikely as it is—can be accepted only with some caveats: in the case of
single-line refrains repeated identically after every stanza, there is the possibility that
they stem from later editors of the manuscripts, in part or in full: the editor may have
changed existing refrains or invented new ones where there was none®'®, This idea may
be accepted as casting a reasonable doubt on the refrains, but in the absence of concrete
clues as to which ones may be interpolated, it must remain only a doubt. Moreover, the
addition of these refrains must have had a motive: either there were already refrains, and
the editor simply changed them to suit his agenda, or there were no refrains, and the editor
added them because the structure and performance of the madrasé had changed in the
meantime. I find the idea of changed refrains unlikely for CN 13-16, because they present
the same focus on divine election as the refrains CN 17-21, which—given their variations

314 “Glory be unto thee, who chose them!” (CN 13, refrain); “Blessed is he who chose those three!” (CN
14, refrain); “Blessed is he who chose you, pride of our people!” (CN 15, refrain); “Blessed is he who
made him our comfort!” (CN 17, 1, 10); “Blessed is he who made him the best!” (CN 17, 2, 10); “Blessed
is he who made him their barn!” (CN 17, 3, 10); “Blessed is he who made you our pillar!” (CN 17, 5, 10);
“Blessed is he who chose you for joy!” (CN 17, 6, 10); “Blessed is he who made his gift descend!” (CN 17,
10, 10; the gift is the Holy Spirit of the ordination); “Blessed is he who in his stead gave us thee!” (CN 18,
1, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you through concord!” (CN 18, 3, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you as
our pride!” (CN 18, 6, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you as our farmer!” (CN 18, 8, 10); “Blessed is he who
made you our lamp!” (CN 18, 10, 10 and CN 21, 1, 10); “Blessed is he who made you his treasurer!” (CN
19, 8, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you as our repose!” (CN 19, 9, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you as our
fisherman!” (CN 19, 10, 10); “Blessed is he who handed to you his ministry!” (CN 21, 3, 10); “Blessed is he
who chose you to be a priest!” (CN 21, 5, 10); “Blessed is he who chose you for our salvation!” (CN 21, 7,
10). The English “choose” always translates Syriac gha, and English “make” translates Syriac bad. The
majority of other refrains bless God because of the virtues he infused in the bishop and some of them,
especially in CN 20 and 21, praise God directly for some benefit.

315 See also Beck 1959, xxi.

316 Lattke 1989, 41.
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and their strong thematic links with the respective verses—can hardly have been interpo-
lated. As for the addition of refrains, there is no reason to believe that the performance of
madrase changed in the time between Ephrem’s death and our manuscripts; however, it
may have been that some madrase had no refrain and the editor decided to conform them
to the model with refrain. As regards the refrains of CN 17-21, one must note that they still
present variations, so that, if the probability of later editorial interventions is reduced, the
possibility of a collective delivery is equally limited to a prepared chorus; in other words,
the congregation at large could not have performed those lines without preparation or a
written copy. Even under these limitations, the link between these refrains and the theme
of divine election remains significant: in proposing a collective delivery of these lines, the
poet involves the voice of the community in the proclamation that the bishop has been
chosen by God himself. Even if the chorus was formed by prepared ascetics (as seems
to be the case, at least sometimes; see §1.2.1), they still would be representative of the
community, since in early Syriac asceticism the ascetics also had a mediating function in
respect of the community at large they represented its core.

The involvement of the community that is thereby suggested is not only a powerful
expression of the consensus on the hishop’s election but also a device reinforcing that
same consensus, because in the sheltered space of liturgy, through the predetermined
form of Ephrem’s poetry, the voices of opposition cannot find a proper outlet, whereas
the setting prompts even the reluctant to take part in the acclamation. As noted by
Leppin, since the whole procedure of episcopal election aimed at consensus and lacked
structured outlets for dissent, the matter could turn very risky very quickly: consensus
was sorely needed®'’. To this somewhat cynical analysis, it is to be added that the two
sets of poems (CN 13-16 and CN 17-21) were written in at least two different contexts.
The assertiveness of CN 17-21 suggests more the celebration of an accomplished fact
than a lobbying for a candidate. In this context, these poems should not be seen as
insincere propaganda, but as a way to consolidate and express in a structured mode the
consensus reached on the candidate, as well as (perhaps) a sense of relief and gratitude
towards God, if the selection ran smoothly®®, As regards CN 13-16, the poems engage a
crisis in Valgash’s authority (§4.2), so that the refrains cannot refer directly to the bish-
op’s election. The refrains of CN 13-14 adopt a retrospective view, because they extend
divine election on the three first bishops and not only on Valgash, thereby stressing
more the continuing providence of God than the moment of election. The refrains of CN
15-16 focus on Valgash himself: here, Valgash’s divine election may have been evoked
to restore the original consensus surrounding his ordination in a time of crisis.

The idea of divine election is also present in the body of the poems, not only in the
refrains, though the poet employs it less straightforwardly. For example, the poet argues

317 Leppin 2017, 43-44, 49-53.

318 Similar phenomena are attested for other Christian hymns: Williams 2013; Dunkle 2016, 38 (on
Augustine’s Psalm against the Donatists, see nn. 136-137) and 47-52 (on Ambrose). The idea is best de-
scribed in relation to the Jewish piyyutim by Lieber 2010, 123-127. See also Kantorowicz 1958, 119-121.
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that through ordination the bishop received a divine charisma, so that one could say the
episcopate was given to him by God:

Adsa hsia Eoi V\X Ioquhry Khomamx
s Ginds ldih A ~oaa s ok
AETC Y NI AW ~am A= piheda hula

~irds Qis Khomam ;o N hasms e 153
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(CN17,10)

In this stanza, Ephrem polemicises against a conception of the episcopate as merely a
human office, an organisational articulation. On the contrary, the poet clearly defines
it as divine charisma, calling it a “gift” (mawhabta, which translates yapiopa) and clari-
fying that it was bestowed by God and not by human beings. If, however, Ephrem is led
to make such a remark, it must be because someone believed the contrary. Such a belief
may have been based on the fact that the new bishop was consecrated by other bishops,
so that the form of the liturgy may have given rise to the impression that “’twas men
who gave it to you” (line 7). Anyway, it must be noted that here Ephrem defines the epis-
copate as a divine charisma, without saying that the individual bishop has been chosen
by God. The function of these lines is less to defend Abraham as an individual worthy
of the episcopate, and more to legitimise the office itself. The rhetoric of the “name” of
the episcopate, similar to that of the “name” of the community at CN 20, suggests an
antiheretical concern on the part of Ephrem: the pledge of the bishop’s and commu-
nity’s orthodoxy is their acknowledgement of the divine origin and order of episcopal
succession, while those who do not accept this succession or disqualify it as man-made
are ipso facto outside of the community. The sacramental character of the episcopate
guarantees the apostolic succession; therefore, it is a character of the “true church”3?,

The idea of divine election is more clearly suggested by the image of the “horn of
election seething” (qarna d-gabyiita, or simply qarna, with the verb rtah) in CN 17, 2, 7
and CN 19, 2, 4. The expression refers to the practice, attested in the Bible, of anointing
kings, prophets, and priests. The seething suggests supernatural approval for the can-
didate, but curiously the detail of the horn as vessel for the oil is attested only for the
anointments of Saul and David®?!.

319 “The gift [nawhabta] that was bestowed upon you / from on high descended floating: // do not name
it in the name of a man, / nor hang it on to a different power, // since no one can reach its place. / The
cunning Satan can convince, // that ’twas men who gave it to you, / but, since that gift is born free, // let
only slavery serve men. / Blessed is he who made his gift descend!”

320 Griffith 1999.

321 Anointing of Aaron: Ex. 28:41; anointing of Saul and David: 1Sam. 10:1; 16:13; anointing of Elisha:
1Reg. 19:16.
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Divine election is even more prominent in relation to the ascetic credentials of a
bishop:
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These two passages are found in different contexts: CN 15, 11 concludes the presentation
of Valgash’s ascetic credentials to defend him to his community, whereas CN 17, 4 aims
to explain why Abraham’s recent election was good and legitimate. The imagery is also
different, with CN 15, 11 reaffirming the theme of measure developed in stanzas 5 and
10 (see §3.2.1) and describing Valgash as a container for charisma, and CN 17 employ-
ing various biblical images (the vessel, the scent, and the crucible)®** and a developed
vocabulary of trial: in CN 17, 4, for example, Ephrem employs nesyana (2), bhar (3),
bqa and bgaya (4-5), all to express the ideas of “proof”, “trial”. These sundry expres-
sions highlight that the two bishops were prepared by their asceticism for their office.
These differences notwithstanding, both passages envisage the bishops as having been
chosen by a supernatural entity, God in the case of CN 17, 4 and “Perfection” (gmirita),
also called “the measure of truth” (mushat-qusta), in CN 15, 11. The case of CN 17, 4 is
pretty clear; CN 15, 11 may raise some doubt. That Ephrem is referencing Valgash’s
election and not simply his moral exemplarity is explained by the context, referencing
his career at stanza 8 and continuing at the beginning of stanza 12 with the predica-
tive resa, referring to Valgash. “Perfection” here refers to the third stage of growth in
the faith, which the community had failed to reach (stanza 10) but which the bishop,
thanks to his asceticism, preserved; for this reason, he was made bishop as third. Hence,
“Perfection” choosing Valgash is part of the broader providential project to educate the

322 “Nevertheless, she [Perfection], the measure of truth, / preserved herself in his vessel, // chose him
[gbat-eh], seeing that he chose her [gha-h], / preserved in him her scent and taste // from the beginning
to the end.”

323 "He chose him [gha-y(hy)] in the multitude of musterers, / because he gave proof of his faith; // Time
examined him in the herd, / and long wait proved him as a crucible. // Because of his personal trial, / he
made him [‘abd-eh] a wall to the multitude.”

324 The idea of a “vessel” (mana) prepared by God to contain charisma is Pauline and the Syriac Peshit-
ta uses the same word for “vessel” as Ephrem at 2Cor. 4:7 and 2Tim. 2:20. The reference to “scent” (réha,
but mss. have *r-h) and “taste” (ta‘'ma) is equally biblical. For “scent” referred to spiritual qualities, see
§2.2.3.2 n. 261; for “taste”: Mt. 5:13. The crucible (here kiira) to refine precious metals as metaphor for
a proof or trial is a staple of biblical language: Job 23:10; Ps. 66:10-12; Prov. 17:3; Jes. 48:10; Mal. 3:2--3;
Zach. 13:9; 1Cor. 3:11-13; 1Petr. 1:6-7; 4:12.
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community in Nisibis. Therefore, in both CN 15 and 17 Ephrem locates even evaluation
of ascetic merit in God, who ultimately chooses the bishop.

The idea that bishops are ultimately chosen by God does not surprise. What is
peculiar in Ephrem’s position is that in his rarefied language he does not distinguish the
process of selection, the liturgy of consecration, and the charisma associated with the
office and stemming from God. The creation of a new bishop is represented as a simple
act, through which God chooses and consecrates the candidate. Granted, the candidate
has been selected from among the ascetics and the members of the clergy, but this selec-
tion is very different from the conscious co-optation of bishops addressed by Gregory;
it is more the providential fulfilment of an ascetic career. In other words, at CN 17, 4 the
ascetic life selects the candidate, and the election comes as a divine acknowledgement
of that life. Compare that stanza from Ephrem with Gregory’s analysis of the problem
of bad bishops:
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Kpivew veoaa®v 0Ptv AeTOV Taveopug

"E€ @v voBov uév kal T ) ywooketar

Katl Tov pév ¢&€pppe, To0 & €otly mathp.

‘Huelg 8¢ mavtag pasdiwg kabifopey, (375)
"EQv uévov 8éAwat, Aaod mpootatag,

008¢v okomovteg TdV VEwY fj T®V TdAal,

0V mpd&wy, 00 Adyov Tv’, 00 GuvovaGiay,

008’ doov fxov yvwpioat vouiouarog,

008¢ xpdvov TOPWALY £v8edelypévoug, (380)
AN avTéBev pavévtag agioug Bpovwv.

(11, 1, 12, 371-381)

Here’s the reason: they say it is with the rays of the sun

that the eagle tries his hatchlings’ sight cleverly;

through these, the bastard from the legitimate is told,

and the one cast forth, the other recognised as son;

we on the contrary enthrone easily anyone— (375)
provided he wants it—as leader of the community,

examining nothing of neophytes nor of older Christians,

neither their behaviour, nor any of their words, nor their acquaintances,

not even as much sound as suffices to evaluate a coin,

and not those conspicuous for the trial by fire of time, (380)
but those who there and then appear worthy of the throne.

Gregory’s terminology is very similar to Ephrem’s: he too uses a wealth of synonyms
for “trial,” “proof,” and “selection” (xpivew, 372; ywwoketal, 373; okomodvteg, 377;
yvwploay, 379; évéedetyuévoug, 380); he too employs the metaphor of the crucible refin-
ing precious metals, referring to time, though in his case the metaphor is condensed in
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the word mopwatg, “trial by fire”*?, It is interesting that for both Gregory and Ephrem
the “fire” is “time” (ypdvov, 380; zabna, nugra, CN 17, 4, 3—-4), perhaps a reaction to hasty
ordinations of people lacking a proper ascetic or clerical career (in the case of Gregory,
Nectarius would be the implicit target).

Gregory employs two extra analogies for the selection of candidates—namely, the
legend of the eagle staring at the sun (371-374) and the sounding of coins (379). The
sources and significance of these similes are explained by Meier®*, to whose account
I add only two things. As regards the sounding of coins, besides the classical sources
mentioned by Meier, there may be a reference to the famous dypagov transmitted by
Clement of Alexandria, «yiveafe 8¢ Sdxipol Tpamedital,» Th uev anmoSoKIualovTeg, T0 8¢
KOAOV KaTéYovTeS (strom. 1, 28, 177). As regards Meier’s view that the example of the
eagle is demeaning for the bishops, because an animal is seen behaving better than
prelates, the commentator has perhaps too literal a view of Gregory’s simile. In the
Bible, God and his faithful are often compared to the eagle, and even when the figure
describes negative traits, they are rapacity, violence, and pride rather than mere brute-
ness. In patristic texts, the eagle is interpreted both ways—negative and positive—but it
is not a demeaning symbol. In particular, the eagle is associated with kingship in ancient
sources®”’. Hence, I would rather see this simile as drawing a parallel between the royal
animal, the king of birds, capable of staring at the sun (a christological symbol) and of
soaring higher than any other, and the office of bishop, which, according to Gregory, is
oV kdkiotov (I1, 1, 12, 180), a litotes that expresses its very high dignity and would be
assigned to those who could contemplate God more deeply.

The formal similarities with Ephrem notwithstanding, Gregory adopts a different
attitude here, attributing the agency of the choice to the bishops (fueic). The same lan-
guage of trial with which Ephrem justifies divine choice, presenting ascesis as a selec-
tion mechanism, is employed by Gregory to define the (in)action of the bishops, who
should probe their candidates actively.

3.3.1.2 Other agents: People, predecessor

Although attributing the choice of bishops entirely to God, Ephrem does not obliterate
the role of the people. This was already clear from the rhetorical structure by which he
affirmed divine election—namely, the choral refrain—since that structure allowed the
community, by recognizing divine election, to appropriate the choice. The poet likely
does this to enhance and protect consensus in the community. Yet the refrains are not

325 For mipwolg as “trial by fire”, Meier 1989, 114, with some of the biblical passages listed in the pre-
vious notes.

326 Meier 1989, 113-114.

327 Ciccarese 1992, 297 (associated with kingship); 298 (rapacity, violence, pride); 320-333 (in patristic
texts).
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the only place for this operation, for he also represents consensus and approval of the
election in his stanzas:
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This stanza falls between a stanza (CN 17, 2) in which episcopal succession is presented
impersonally with two passive verbs (Cestammli, 8; “et‘alli, 9) and through the image of
the horn of anointing seething and another stanza (CN 17, 4) which explicitly says that
God chose the new bishop. Framed by this concept, CN 17, 3 represents the popular
consensus surrounding the election. As he often does, Ephrem divides the community
in subgroups, a rhetorical technique used also in the Bible to express totality®”. In this
case, three groups are distinguished, in an “increasing terms” structure, whereby the
third group occupies four lines instead of two®®: the “fat ones” (Sammine, 1-2), the
“musterers” (‘allané, 3-4), and the “body of the church” or the bishop’s “limbs” (5-8
with 9 as an amplification of the last word of 8). The body of the church and her limbs
are clearly the community at large and in general; the ‘allane have been identified as
members of the clergy already (§2.2.1.4).

Beck rightly notes that the “fat ones of the herd” (Samminé d-‘ana) appear also at
hymn. fid. 59, 12, 1-2, right after the ‘allané (hymn. fid. 59, 11, 11). The editor concludes
that these two groups must be linked but does not explain how®, Palmer suggests a
different interpretation, identifying the “fat ones” as powerful laymen, satisfied by the
preservation of their privileges guaranteed by Abraham’s election®? Such an interpre-

328 “Even the fat ones of the herd rejoiced, / to keep feeding on the fodder they fed on; // the fold of the
musterers rejoiced, / seeing the succession of their orders. // He lifted and fixed him as the mind / inside
the large body of the church, // and his limbs surrounded him, / to be supplied by him with life, // the new
bread of doctrine. / Blessed is he who made him their barn!”.

329 For example: CN 19, 3—4; 10; CN 21, 5; see also: CN 2, 6; Resurr. 2, 9. Jer. 14:18; 31:13-14; Zach. 8:4-5;
Judt. 16:4. The figure of speech in general is called merism and it is used in biblical poetry: Watson 1984,
321-324.

330 For the law of “increasing terms” (or Behagel’s law): Best 2007, 82; it was known to ancient rhetori-
cians: &v 8¢ 701§ ouVOETOLG TIEPLOSOLG TO TEAELTATOV KHAOV LaKpOTEPOV Xp) elvat (PsDemetr. Phal. eloc.
18); quare aut paria esse debent posteriora superioribus et extrema primis aut, quod etiam est melius et
iucundius, longiora (Cic. de orat. 3, 48); it is prevalent in Indo-European languages (West 2007, 117-119)
but not in Hebrew poetry (Watson 1984, 343). A quantitative study of this structure (as opposed to the
more biblical parallelism) may shed light on how much of Greek rhetorical culture dripped in early
Syriac literature.

331 Beck 1961a, 54n7.

332 Palmer 1998, 124.
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tation would agree with the negative role of “the fat ones” in hymn. fid. 59, 123%; if
hymn. fid. 59 was composed in the period of Valens, “the fat ones” may refer to secular
authorities persecuting Nicene Christians in accordance with Valens’s politics. The “fat
ones” of CN 17, 3, 1-2 would then be another name for the resané (CN 19, 3, 7-9) and the
“stronger” and “rich” sheep of Abraham’s flock®, Yet another possibility is to separate
the resané and the rich from the “healthy,” and “fat” sheep (alluding to Hes. 34), taking
resaneé (CN 19, 3, 7-9) and “great”, “rich” (CN 19, 10, 1 and 3) as literal terms, defining the
condition of powerful laymen, while “fat ones” (CN 17, 3, 1-2) and “healthy” (CN 19, 4, 1)
would be metaphorical terms that define the spiritual conditions of different members
of the community. In this understanding, the “fat ones” would be the Christians who
have progressed more, as opposed to the “weak” ones—namely, laymen. Such a divi-
sion of the community, rooted in divisions of the Jewish people testified by the Bible
and widespread in early Christianity, would, in the case of Syriac Christianity, naturally
correspond with the distinction between the bnay qyama and the rest of the laity, so that
our “fat ones” would be the ascetics®®. This interpretation squares better with line 2,
where the “fat ones” rejoice for the continuity of their fodder: instead of interpreting it
in malam partem as does Palmer, we should take the “fodder” (re‘yd) as an allegory for
the bishop’s spiritual guidance, in particular his interpretation of Scripture. The ascet-
ics, who were very interested in Scripture, could rejoice in the episcopal appointment,
because the new bishop was as theologically proficient as his predecessor®,

Whatever interpretation of this expression we may accept, the general meaning of
the stanza remains the same: Ephrem is representing consensus around the election of
the new bishop. Here again we face the underlying problem of these texts: How much
of this stanza is truthful representation, and how much of it presents a desirable model
to persuade the community to act it out? Lacking precise data, it is impossible to give

333 “Because those fat among the flock have grown fat and resistant, // The son of Buzi testified that
they have gored the weak, // Cast down the sick, scattered those gathered, // And lost those who had been
found” (hymn. fid. 59, 12, 1-7, transl. Wickes 2015, 299). The source is obviously Hes. 34, in part. verse 4.
334 see CN 19,4,1-4;10 and §2.2.1.3.

335 The distinction between fat and lean cattle is at Hes. 34:20; Jesus speaks of “lost sheep of the House
of Israel” (Mt. 15:24) and distinguishes between the healthy and the sick inside the Jewish people (Mc.
2:17; Mt. 9:12; Lc. 5:31). The Letters suggest more than once a distinction between beginners, “children”
in the faith and perfected or mature Christians (Rom. 14:1-4; 15:1; 1Cor. 2:6; 3:1-3; Hebr. 5:13-14; 6:1).
These passages were taken on by gnostic ecclesiologies and anthropologies to justify the divide between
the normal Christians and the gnostic (for example: Iren. haer. 1, 6, 2); gnostic doctrines were then
appropriated by Clement of Alexandria and Origen in a more catholic key (Monaci Castagno 2000, 440—
443). A layered ecclesiology is not only presupposed by the strong Encratism of early Syriac sources
(Voodbus 1958, 96-103), but also explicitly affirmed by fourth-century documents such as the Book of
Steps (see: Murray 2006, 258-270).

336 Teaching, in particular of Scripture, is compared to bread at the end of the stanza (9); also: CN 17,
5, 1-2 (teaching as “spiritual meadow”); CN 14, 16; 21. As regards the parallel expression at hymn. fid.
59, 12, interpreting the “fat ones” as ascetics also in that case would not be impossible, considering the
propensity of ascetic groups to stir doctrinal and disciplinary unrest in the communities.



358 = 3 The Bishop and His World

an answer, but if we take into account the passages on envy and on the young age of
Abraham, the poems CN 17-21 seem to suggest that consensus was not as widespread
as Ephrem desired.

Another person important for the creation of a new bishop in Ephrem’s poems is
the bishop’s predecessor. Indeed, Ephrem’s representation of the episcopal election is
that of a direct handover from the previous bishop to the new one. This representation
is clearly outlined in the poems on Abraham:

) Kozl o) awiaa o\ o wlew
3By s el i Sumha urd s
(CN17,6,1-4)

mhrmeha iy« alua ~am rar sav. Kras\
Nrmr Lo am\a > lan usa,
(CN19,6,1-5)  *Fam 2 W) oo s

The model of Joshua and Moses is paradigmatic of this kind of succession, partly
because the biblical texts join the imposition of hands with shepherd imagery, both
very important for Ephrem’s representation of the episcopate. Another element which
makes it paradigmatic is the fact that Joshua was previously the servant of Moses, and
his election is presented as a reward (’agra) for this service*’. Through this facet of
Joshua’s story, Ephrem not only reminds his audience of Abraham’s credentials and
career but also reinforces the connection between the old and new bishop, smoothing
out the transfer of power. The same aspect is at work in the other biblical handover
Ephrem refers to, that of Elijah and Elisha. Ephrem’s mentions of Elijah and Elisha (CN
17,2; CN 19, 8; CN 21, 2) share with those of Moses and Joshua the idea that serving the
predecessor makes one worthy of succession and the idea of a similarity between pre-
decessor and successor. However, the use of Elijah-Elisha seems to be more restricted
in signifying the reception of charisma, especially preaching charisma, from God
thanks to the imitation of the predecessor. The theme of consecration from the pre-
decessor, the imposition of the hand, and the idea of leadership are absent from the
Elijah-Elisha story.

Finally, Joshua’s paradigm works in yet another way: in the biblical story, it is God,
not Moses, who chooses Joshua; Moses is charged to arrange the transfer of power
through the imposition of hands, but it is not up to him to name his successor. Alluding

337 See the analysis of CN 18, 3-4 at §2.1.2.2 and §3.1.1.1; of CN' 19, 9 at §3.1.4.3.

338 “He delivered his hand to his own disciple, / the seat to the one who was worthy of it, // the key to
the one who was faithful, / the pen to the one who was excellent.”

339 “Joshua had served Moses, / and, as a reward for his service, // he received the right hand from him.
|/ As you served the splendid old man, // he too gave you his right hand.”

340 Joshua is the paradigm of faithful service also in the poems preserved in Armenian: Mares/Mercier
1961, 45. Curiously, the same idea is expressed in the Medieval Jewish Midrash Rabbah Bamidbar 12, 9
(https://www.sefaria.org/Bamidbar_Rabbah.12.9?lang=bi, accessed: 09.06.2024, 18:11).
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to this narrative, Ephrem remains consistent in affirming his idea that the bishop is
chosen by God, not by humans. This nuance is important, because Ephrem says that the
old hishop “gave” (y(h)ab, CN 19, 6, 5) or “delivered” ("aslem, CN 17, 6, 1) the office to his
successor. Ephrem never mentions other bishops selecting or imposing their hands on
the candidate, while the predecessor is framed in this role. If Ephrem’s expression were
to be taken literally, we would have the old bishop performing the ordination of the new
one, so that the old bishop would be in a very strong position to choose his successor. Yet
bequeathing the episcopate through will or ordering one’s own successor is considered
inappropriate, if not illegal, by our sources, even though their denunciation of it may
respond to an actual practice, albeit not a widespread one**!. Through the model of
Moses and Joshua, Ephrem alludes to the fact that, even if the new hishop stands imme-
diately after his predecessor and is therefore legitimated, it is not up to the predecessor
to choose him, but only to God.

This analysis, however, leaves us with no clear path to the episcopate: Ephrem does
say that God gets to choose, but how God’s will is determined and what procedures (if
any) ferried the community from one leader to his successor are questions that remain
unaddressed. The poet does not distinguish selection from ascetic or clerical career,
nor election from ordination. Even succession proper is not distinguished: the hishop
receives the authority from his predecessor (succession) with the imposition of hands
or with anointing (ordination) because God has chosen him (election) as a good ascetic
or priest (selection). Finally, the whole community is called to rejoice in the new bishop
(consensus). There is no diachronic development; these ideas are presented as inde-
pendent or synchronous flashes.

It seems clear that the Abraham poems were written after the ordination of the
bishop in question and that their aim is to praise and legitimise him. In doing so, they
stress the theme of yubbala, the apostolic “succession” guaranteed by God’s providence
and verified by the approval of and the similarity with the previous bishop. Further-
more, the poems enact various strategies to dramatise and thereby produce consen-
sus: this focus on consensus also explains the legitimizing strategy behind the theme
of yubbala, as another weapon to build consensus. Ephrem’s literary strategy is thus
consistent with what we know about episcopal elections in the first centuries of Chris-
tianity: legitimation did not derive from procedure, but from consensus, because the
“election” is not an arbitrary choice of the community sanctioned by the fairness of the
proceedings, but a search for truth—in this case, for God’s will. Hence, procedure exists
only to build consensus and to forestall dissent**2. The poet has the same aim, but he
works ex post facto, so that it is useless for him to remind the audience of the proce-
dures, once the result has been firmly established; it is useless to recall doubt once one
has reached truth; rather, the strategy is to repeat truth and make everyone repeat it to

341 Rapp 2005, 196; Norton 2007, 204-214; Leppin 2017, 39.
342 Leppin 2016; Leppin 2017.
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reinforce it. In this perspective we can also understand the direct handover from the
predecessor to the successor: the aim of the scene is not to represent in any way, shape,
or form the actual proceeding, but rather to express in a simple biblical image the idea
of an uninterrupted succession of bishops guaranteeing that the new one has the stamp
of approval and the same legitimacy as his predecessor had.

The lack of a discussion of the methods of selection and ordination demonstrates
that Ephrem did not see a problem in the quality of candidates to the episcopate. On the
other hand, the community, perhaps the clergy and the ascetics most of all, must not
have been easily pleased or must have been prone to division and disputing episcopal
elections, making the transfer of power a delicate matter. In this way we can explain
Ephrem’s particular focus on consensus and his omission of selection procedures: it
is not that ideals on the episcopate and on the kind of candidate who is to be favoured
are absent, but they are not presented as criteria for a future selection to those who
must select; instead they are given as an accomplished fact in praise of the current
bishop. Ideal features do not prompt selection; they confirm its correctness—and bind
the recipient before the community for the future.

3.3.2 How to choose bishops? Gregory’s rationalisation of charisma

The situation is completely different in the case of Gregory. As has already been said,
Gregory is wholly aware of the role played by current bishops in the election of their
future colleagues. At §3.1.3.1 and §3.1.4.1, I have analysed the historical framework in
which Gregory situates his criticism of the episcopate: he was painfully conscious of
the challenges posed to prelates and communities by the expansion of the church and
her growing relations with the powers that be. The problem of selection is confronted
in two of the four poems, II, 1, 12 and II, 1, 13, and with two different rhetorical strate-
gies—according to the respective genres of the poems.

3.3.2.1 Episcopate as a profession (II, 1, 12)

I1,1,12,371-792is a discussion of the theme, proceeding through theses, objections, and
responses to the objections. This treatment, closer to the structures of prose, is particu-
larly apt for iambs, because this metre was considered the nearest to spoken language,
and, through the tradition of iambic and dramatic poets, it lent itself to polemics and
dialogue®, The pace of the discussion is digressive, in accordance with the canons of
late antique poetic style. In his seminal book on late antique Latin poetry, Roberts calls
it “jewelled style”, because it enhances and stresses the particular over, and sometimes

343 Agosti 2001, 222-223, 231-233. This passage, though seasoned here and there with themes of invec-
tive (see §5.2.1 in particular for parallels in iambic literature), is mostly in the style of didactic iambs
inspired by the diatribe.
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at the expense of, the overarching structure and balance of the parts**. In Gregory’s
poetic argumentation, long-winded lists of similes and exempla®®, powerful one-liners
and maxims®¥, ecphrases®’, and an all-out digression®®® often distract from the line of
reasoning, which, however, is for the most part traceable. This is partly thanks to the
various framing lines, which isolate the digressions and push forward the argument®*°,

As for its place in the context of the whole poem, the discussion of episcopal selec-
tion occupies the most lines: after the exordium and narratio (lines 1-69 and 70-153)
and before the final peroratio (793-836), the argumentative core of the poem is mostly
occupied with our theme (371-792). The terrain had been prepared by the tirades
against the uneducated (154-191) and the immoral bishops (330-370) (see §5.2.1 and
3), and in part the discussion of Christian paideia anticipated the main problem of the
selection of bishops: the relationship between charisma and credentials. In fact, Greg-
ory’s argument against the example of the apostles as uneducated precursors of the
bishops is aimed at reconciling a charismatic vision of the office with some form of
credentials recognition (192-329; see §3.1.3.3). The most relevant part in this respect is
371-569, after which Gregory reinforces the previous argument with a comparison of
the ascetic and the worldly candidate (570-641, already in nuce at 549-554) and a tirade
against the hypocritical (642—-708) and the wire-pulling bishop (709-791).

Iwill broadly follow Gregory’s argumentation in lines 371-569, highlighting interest-
ing details here and there. Lines 371-396 (see §3.3.1.1) attribute the problem of immoral
bishops to the lack of selectivity in the choosing of candidates—in particular, the lack
of controls (008&v okomoTvteg, 377) on their background from the reigning bishops.
Gregory stresses the speed and almost automatic process through which any candidate
can make his way to the episcopate®’. In order to problematise this state of affair, he
states three considerations: first, that power (¢¢ovoia) tends to corrupt its recipient, so
that it is better to closely examine the candidates for power (382-384)*"; second, that
the bishop has a most difficult and important task—namely, to lead the souls of the
people in the storms of life, so that the person should be chosen with corresponding
attention (38538-8); finally, through a classical Priamel, Gregory makes the point that it
is absurd to find a good leader effortlessly and rapidly when less important things (like
precious stones and race horses) are found with difficulty, especially if the candidate is
barely baptised (mpoc@atog, 389-394; see also §2.1.2.1). This last remark, joined with

344 See Roberts 1989.

345 11, 1, 12, 389-394; 402-431; 555-567; Roberts 1989, 59—61.

346 11, 1, 12, 396; 430; 453; 484-485; 491; 511; 521; 568-569; see Roberts 1989, 37.

347 11, 1, 12, 575-633; see Roberts 1989, 39-41.

348 11, 1, 12, 647-746.

349 11, 1, 12, 371; 431-432; 442; 453-454; 501-503; 521-522; 541; 549; 570; 575; 610; 634-635; 658; 676;
696-700; 709-713; 747; 760-763; see Roberts 1989, 37.

350 Padiwg kabiCopev (375); v pdvov (376); 008¢ xpdvou mupwatv (380); AAXN avTobeV (381); pasdiwg
evploketal . . . Tpde@atog (393-394); & Tijg Tayeiag (395).

351 See Plat. Gorg. 526A-B for a similar idea.



362 —— 3 The Bishop and His World

the pervasive idea of speed, is an oblique allusion to Nectarius’s hasty ordination during
the Council of Constantinople after Gregory’s resignation, since the imperial official had
to be baptised and ordained right away. However, when Gregory laments the lack of
information on the past life of candidates, he may well be preparing the ground for his
criticism of hypocrisy and sudden “conversions” to a saintly life. After all, this was one
of the problems Gregory had with Maximus: Gregory lacked information on Maximus
and, therefore, relied on his feigned asceticism as a sign of true faith.

The introduction is closed by 395-396, in which Gregory curiously complains that
the holy orders are left to chance: this exclamation sets the poet apart from Christian
tradition, in which drawing lots was seen (at least sometimes) as a legitimate procedure
for choosing church officials. Weber connects this selection procedure to the “routi-
nisation of charisma”, in the sense that the procedure originally adopted as a means
of revelation of divine will can become, with time, the ground of legitimation for the
recipient. The Christian sources that commend the drawing of lots tend to see it still
as a revelation of divine will, so that it is not surprising to read Origen approving the
practice, since his conception of the church was ideally charismatic*2 In refusing and
belittling the practice, Gregory tends to rationalise selection and, therefore, the office
itself: this is, after all, in agreement with previous imagery, requiring from the bishop
the expertise of the sailor and noting the scarcity of such expertise.

The first part of the argument is followed by a colourful tirade against those who
live a life inconsistent with Christianity and then, suddenly, would seem to become
pious and worthy of the episcopate (397-431; see §5.2.2). This section aims at persuad-
ing readers—through the artful contrast of worldliness and Christian life—that a thor-
ough examination of the candidates’ past is necessary, because it would be ludicrous
to think that one might change so completely so quickly**. Lines 400-401 (IToAAf] Tig
6vTwG 1 xapig tTod Iveduatog, / Ety’ év mpogrtalg kal ZaovA 6 ¢iAtatog), which would
seem, through irony, to limit the grace of the Spirit, are not to be taken too seriously:
we would be pushing them too far if we understood them as excluding the possibility
that occasionally an unlikely candidate may make a good bishop through the grace of
the Spirit. Rather, the meaning of these lines hinges on the commonsensical notion that
such cases will be rare and cannot be assumed a priori as happening.

Among the inconsistencies between previous life and episcopal office, the pride
of place is given to financial ones: from line 432 to 474, Gregory examines the case of
the rich becoming bishop. First, he takes on the case of someone who became rich dis-
honestly (432-441), arguing that such a candidate should take some time between his
baptism and his ordination to be proved (442-453). Moreover, he should not be content
with settling his score, but should at least add some charity if he wants to purify himself

352 Ileao®v kuAiopat- év kOBolg té tol Beod (396). At Act. 1:23-26 the apostles choose to substitute
Judas Iscariot with Matthias through the drawing of lots. Origen (in Jos. hom. 23, 2) approves of the
practice. See: Weber 1922, 143; Leppin 2017, 41-42.

353 Meier 1989, 116-117 describes clearly the structure of the passage.
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from his past (454-464). Again, this is related to baptism, in the sense that the sacra-
ment cannot be intended as a blank cheque to do anything one wants (465-474). I have
already examined the role of charity and greed in this passage (§3.1.1.3). I will add only
that the choice of greed in particular at this point might have been suggested by the
nature of Gregory’s argument: since greed is, among the vices, the one that leaves the
most concrete mark—in the form of wealth accumulated—it is also the perfect vice to
demonstrate that baptism, far from being an easy way out, should be the beginning of a
serious moral commitment—in this case, renouncing wealth.

The discussion of the greedy candidate introduces the problem of the relation
obtaining between sacraments and credentials. The prominence of baptism in this
discussion is another signal that Gregory is engaging the council’s decision to elect
Nectarius. To his protests on the moral unworthiness of the senator, the other bishops
may retort that since he is still a catechumen, Nectarius will have baptism right before
ordination, resolving the problem of his background. Gregory must demonstrate that
baptism under these conditions does not invalidate his point. At first (442-453), the
imagined counterpart claims to be purified by baptism, and Gregory retorts that even if
his sins are forgiven, he has not lost his old habits, which will continually incline him to
sin again. Although this argument may seem to imply that baptism has the sole effect of
remitting sins, Gregory is not explicitly excluding that baptism may also have a positive
effect on its recipient’s faculty of avoiding sin; rather, he is implying that baptism does
not override human freedom or the concreteness of acquired habits.

The second round of arguments on baptism (465-502) derives, in its first lines, from
the debate on God’s justice and mercy—namely, how these two apparently opposing
attributes of the divinity may be reconciled, if they could®“. In its substance, however,
the discussion owes a debt to anti-Christian polemics on baptism: in particular, a puta-
tive fragment of Porphyry in Macarius Magnes’s Apocriticum (4, 19) and two passages
in Julian the emperor’s oeuvre (c. Galil. 245C-D; or: 10, 336A-B). These pagan writers
objected to baptism because it claimed to guarantee an easy forgiveness, thereby
undermining not only the principle of justice and responsibility, on which the political
community was founded, but also paideia, the hard work and discipline required by
culture and philosophy to attain moral excellence®>. Their approach has more than
one similarity with Gregory’s: our poet too sees the problem of baptism in the ease
(padiwg in Gregory, pdov in the pagan authors) and speed (avtika, avtdBey, etc.) with
which it is said to forgive sins;>*¢ he too plays out this ease against an idea of paideia

354 See Gregory’s use of juridical terms: II®¢ yap Sikatov, Tv BAGBNV (465); To un Sikag SoGval oe TV
TOAUNUATWY (467); VOV yap ol o@edémv (473); and of derivatives of xapig, especially yapiopa: ot 82
70 XaploW’ £xewv (466); Exeig xdplopa; (468); qvik’ Roda ol yapiouatog uéoog (470); Zitet xapiopa (473).
355 All the negative ramifications of baptism in pagan polemics are analysed by Sandnes 2012.

356 On ease: Sandnes 2012, 517-520; pdvov BantioBeilg kal émkaiecapevog 0 Gvoua tod Xplotod
é\evbepoltat pdov (Porph. adv. Chr. frg. 88); cf. Huelg 8¢ mavtag pading kabiopev (I, 1, 12, 375);
padiwg evpioketal (393). On speed: Sandnes 2012, 510-511; kai Tov Inoodv €lpwV AVAGTPEYOUEVOV
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and asceticism®’. Moreover, both Gregory and his pagan counterparts tend to conflate

immoral and uneducated people enabled by baptism with the lower classes*®, Finally,
Gregory shares with pagan critics of baptism the metaphor of medicine for the ascetic
or moral effort®. It is likely that Gregory knew Julian’s attacks on baptism—if not even
those of Porphyry—and decided to integrate them into his argumentation. Naturally, he
could not do this without adapting them. First of all, Gregory is applying the argument
specifically to bishops, not to baptism in general, so that the problem is shifted from
the moral objections against baptism to the use of baptism to justify immoral bishops.
Gregory does not object to the forgiving power of the sacrament, but he wants to define
it better to avoid abuses. Second, Gregory’s paideia has already been defined as a specif-
ically Christian one (see §3.1.3.3), and we are far from the anti-intellectualistic stances
accounted for by Sandnes®®. Third, by adopting and adapting Julian’s arguments,
Gregory provides an indirect answer to them.

He does so by distinguishing actions from the habits caused by and causing those
actions. This enables him to hold, at the same time, that baptism forgives sins (actions)
and that it does not relieve one from training to virtue (habit)*. The classical account of

Kal poayopevovta Taoy’ «00Tig PHopes, GATIC ULaLPOVog, 6aTLg Evayng Kal BSeAvpadc, iTw Bappdv:
Amoav® yap avtov Toutwl @ 08att Aovoag avtika kabapdv, kv AW €voyog Tolg avTolg yévnral,
Swow 10 otiifog MAREavTL Kal TV ke@aAnv matd&avtt kabapd yevéaBaw (lulian. Imp. or: 10, 336A); cf.
008¢ xpovou mOpwaty Ev8edetypévoug, / AAN avtobev pavévtag dagiovg Bpovwy (11, 1, 12, 380-381); ¢
XPOVW TL 806 uovov- [ aitd oe pkpav tod mo60d mpobeouiav. / el §éxkabapbelg onpepov... (444-446); Ei
¢ 0éXew VTTijpye TO KTioBat povov. / Tov 8¢ mpoedpov Sl kedevodijvat pévov / Etvat kaddv te kayabov
napavtika. (565-567). Similar to the repetition of pévov in these lines: érag amolovaduevog 6@BRoeTaL
KaBapog ... povov Pantiobelg Kal EMKAAETAUEVOS TO Gvopd ... HOVOV TILOTEVCAG KAl BATTIOAUEVOG
(Porph. adv. Chr: frg. 88). Both themes (ease and speed) are at work later: 00g 6&tov olpat o0 pvoouvg
TL AapBavew /"H Tiig £aut@®v AapmpotnTog mpoovépew. / Pdov kakod yap fj kaAod petovaia (I, 1, 12,
509-511). Gregory even adapts as an absurdity a Christian counterexample to the injustice of uncondi-
tional forgiveness, namely the idea of the emperor bestowing grace on a condemned person (cf. II, 12,
479-480 with Macar. Magn. apocrit. 4, 25).

357 For the link between baptism and (the lack of) paideia: Sandnes 2012, 522-525; aitiov 8¢, 6Tt TV
£aUTEV YuyNv oL Tapéayov anokadijpat Tolg éykukAiolg padripacty (Tulian. Imp. ep. frg. 295D; note that
here paideia is the true purification); ITAdotng yap &AXog 6 tpomog kabiotatay, / ‘Ov €pyov ékplpal Te
Kal méppw Padelv (1L, 1, 12, 491-492; morality as a job); "Eotw 6¢ Aovtpov, el Sokel, kal To0T ool / Tig
gyyvitat Tov tpdmov xpdvov Sixa / Aeucvivtog, wg opne kal Babog xaptg (522-524; the classic compar-
ison of the statue follows at 538-540; see §2.2.3.1); Kai To0T a@niow: v xapw 86&n kpatelv. / Iavteg
1e0inac’ 008 0 pdpog dntetal. / EVBUG petr HAlav oL Td oepv@d A0yw. / TIHg Gv dnelpog kauadng dvw
Kaon . .. (541-544).

358 Sandnes 2012, 509; see §5.2.1.

359 Sandnes 2012, 524-525; NGV § 008&v 0l8a @dpuakov ANV §akpvwy, / EE (v 6UvoUuAWGIG ugv
gpyetat uoys (I, 1, 12, 497-498).

360 Sandnes 2012, 517-522.

361 The argument, already touched upon atII, 1, 12, 446-450, is then reprised and amplified at 491-500.
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this kind of relation between habit, action, and virtue is given by Aristotle®®?, The Aris-
totelian idea of action shaping habit is taken up by Origen in order to allegorise various
animal images in the Bible: for Origen, man through sin degrades the image of God in
himself to the point that it becomes the image of an animal; whether Origen meant that
the soul could be reincarnated in the body of a brute has been disputed since antig-
uity, but certainly Gregory’s 486-490 are inspired by Origen’s idea®®, Another Origenian
theme in this passage (493-496) is the idea of a baptism of fire after death®*,

In this context, Gregory’s insistence on restitution of stolen goods before baptism
aims at setting prerequisites to access forgiveness, to avoid the objection that any
immoral person may find forgiveness easily and without actual repentance. In Webe-
rian terms, the attempt at striking a balance between justice (accountability) and grace
(charisma), between forgiveness and moral effort, puts limitations on the charismatic
nature of the office, guaranteed by the charismatic cleansing of baptism, in favour of
more rational criteria.

It is worthwhile to examine 477-478 more closely: “Do not become now a laughing-
stock, / purifying others while you yourself are soiled”*%, This is the closest Gregory gets
to Donatism, because here he objects to the administration of sacraments by unworthy
bishops. However, he does not object to the validity of a baptism administered by a bad
bishop; he just questions its propriety, pointing out the public scandal of an immoral
bishop claiming to administer forgiveness of sins to others while he himself still needs
forgiveness. This is precisely the kind of scandals pagans like Julian love to mock in
Christianity. The fact that Gregory, albeit adopting pagan objections, takes for granted
the validity of the baptism performed by a bad bishop, shows how much of the charis-
matic aspect of sacraments and hierarchy he maintains, for all his rationalisation of the
criteria of succession.

The next argument Gregory dispels (503-521) is that episcopal ordination could
perhaps purify the recipient of his sins. Gregory shows scepticism towards this idea,
both because there cannot be a second baptism, as he has already said (493), and
because Scripture seems to suggest the contrary—namely, that rather than purify their
recipient, the holy orders may contaminate those who administer them, if they choose

362 Aristot. eth. Nic. 1103a-b, where however the term for habit is £€60g, not tpdmog as in Gregory.
Tpomog is used by Aristotle in a passage of the History of Animals (Eveott yap €v 101G TAeloToLg Kal TRV
AWV {ewv tyvn Tdv tepl THY YUV TPOTIWY, drep EML TAY AVOPWTIWY EXEL PaVEPWTEPAS TAG SLAYOPAS:
Kal yap uepdTng Kat aypldtng, kal mpadtng Kai aAendTng, 588a), but in general it seems a less techni-
cal, more casual term for “character” or “habit”, as demonstrated by its generalised use by Plato, tragic
and comic poets (Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1827, s.v. tpomog I11.2).

363 Crouzel/Simonetti 1978, 119-125; Crouzel 1956, 197-206; Kal tf|¢ tvwBev eixdvog v d&iav /
KabuBpicavtag épmetdv fj Onpiwv / Mopaig, ag’ v motovpeda {nAovpévwy; / MAdotng yap GArog 6
Tpomog kabiotatay, / “Ov €pyov ékplpat te kal moppw Parelv. / 008V yap ott Sevtepov kabdpatov (11,
1,12, 488-492).

364 Orig. in Mt. comm. 15, 23; Sfameni Gasparro 1984, 214-216.

365 GAAQ VUYL P YeA® / AMoug kabaipwv avtog éomidwuévos (I1, 1, 12, 477-478).
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an unworthy candidate. To substantiate this, Gregory mentions the classic 1Tim. 5:22,
where the bishop who ordains too swiftly an unworthy candidate participates in his
guilt, and also Hag. 2:12-13, on the fact that sacred things do not communicate their
sacredness, but instead take on the impurity of profane things. In the same manner, the
bishops consecrating a sinner partake in the guilt of his sins instead of communicating
their charisma*®.

Then, for the sake of argument (ei SokeT, 522), Gregory concedes that either baptism
or ordination may purify someone—though, he notes, it would be better to wait some
time, in order to verify the depth of the recipient’s conversion (522-526). Whereas he
previously discussed the inner disposition that allows the sacrament to unfold its fullest
powers, without thereby denying the objective power of the sacrament, now he progres-
sively concedes space after space to charisma irrespective of credentials and disposi-
tions: he concedes a complete purification without conditions (527-530), objecting that
the bishop’s renown would still be tarnished by his past (531-540); he concedes a cha-
risma overriding even human fame (541-543), objecting that all these easily acquired
gifts would prevent the bishop from learning, even though he is inexperienced and
unlearned (dnelpog kapabdng, 544-548); Gregory concedes that the new bishop may well
want to learn, but the bishop’s task is to teach, so that doing both at the same time would
be scarcely feasible (549-554). With this progressive movement, Gregory has reached
the point that matters the most: competence. His main problem seems not to be that
sinners are ordained bishops, undesirable as this circumstance may be, but that inex-
perienced people are ordained.

This is demonstrated in the content and forms of Gregory’s argument. As regards
contents, Gregory never really doubts that baptism may purify even the worst sinner
or that penitence may obtain forgiveness. His problem is with considering baptism a
mere formality under the pretence of its charismatic power: his problem is not with the
sinner per se but with the sinner remaining a sinner. His solution is always the same:
time and discipline, which concretely means training, paideia. Further proof of this is
that he concedes that the sacrament may charismatically grant moral purification and
public recognition, but he never concedes that it could grant theological proficiency,
ascetic practice, and moral excellence. These, though not wholly independent from the

366 Pgiov kakoD yap ij kaAod petovaia. / Tvwon & €xelBev, wg aAnbevel Adyog / Kpéag yap el pavoelev
nyaouévov / Tlotod, Miaiag enotv, fi Bpwtod tvog, / 0K Gv 108’ ayviceley o0 Yaboav toyor / Ex
6V 8 avayvwv ayva kowwdfoetat. / Tadt obv 6 Oglog IadAog €0 menetouévog /'Ev olg turmol Tudoeov
¢€ 'EmiotoAijg / Nopov tibnaol, pn mpoyeipwg tag xépag / Ayew m’ dAAov, unde xowodobal tpodmov: /
ApKEW yap UV @opTov oikelwv kak®v. (11, 1, 12, 511-521); cf. "Eav AdBn dvBpwmog kpéag trylov v )
Gkpw T00 tpatiov avtol kal Gpntat 0 dkpov ol tuatiov avtol dptov i £Yéuartog ij otvou i éAaiov
f| TavTog Bpouatog, i aylacbioeTal; kal aekpiBnoav ol iepeig kal elav 00. kal elnev Ayyaiog Eav
dpnTal peptappévog et Yuyfi and Tavtog Toutwy, el pavbioetal; Kal anekpibnoav ot iepelg kal elav
Muwavbnoetat. (Hag. 2:12-13); xelpag taxéwg pndevi émiribel pnde kowwvel auaptiolg dArotplalg
oeauTOV (yvov tpel. (1Tim. 5:22). On the false attribution to Micah of the passage from Haggai see
Meier 1989, 129.
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grace of the Spirit, are always contingent upon the free will of the recipient. By stress-
ing the value of free will even in the face of charisma, Gregory is following in the steps
of Origen, who believed that divine inspiration could never override the reason and
free will of the inspired human and that any such phenomenon should be related to
demonic inspiration®"’,

From the point of view of form, it is of note that the argument is all built to move
from the discussion of sacramental theology to the theme of teaching and expertise: the
very fact that Gregory kept this argument as his last demonstrates that he deemed it
his strongest and most important. Moreover, he expands on the argument in two ways,
first through the Priamel of highly specialised jobs in 555-569 (examined at §2.1.2.1;
§2.2.4.9), then with the diptych of the ascetic and the worldly Christian in 570-634
(§3.2.2). It is also interesting to note that, in the course of the argument and thanks to the
digressive pace we have already noted, Gregory’s focus has undetectably shifted from
the bishops selecting a candidate to the candidate himself. One can demonstrate this by
comparing the Priamel in 389-395 with that in 555-569—the one treating the leader as
a rare object to find, the other treating the leader’s work as a profession or art difficult
to learn—and by confronting the expressions of 371-399, where the subject (first-per-
son plural) is clearly the body of bishops deciding whom to consecrate, whereas after
the digression of 402-431 the subject becomes a second-person singular, the candidate
himself. In my opinion, this is admissible because Gregory is consciously addressing
both bishops and potential candidates or bishops who were elected hastily (Nectarius);
formally, it makes no problem because of the digressive aesthetic Gregory shared with
his audience.

The Priamel of 555-569 is particularly significant, because it compares the episco-
pate to a series of highly specialised professions:

TIUKTNG UV 0VSELS, BOTLC OV TO TIPLV Yépa (555)
[IpoVPailev 008’ €okédat eVKALPOV GTACLY,

008¢ 0TadLeL W) T® TOSE TPOYLUVATS.

AVLOVG 8¢ Tig 10T’ €0 PPOVRHV adBNuEPEV

Tétunkey, €€foknaoey, nywvicato;

Tpagelg 8¢ Tig moT’ éikpog Hkovadn moTé (560)
M1 ToAAG UEEAG XPWUATWY HOPOOUATA;

‘Eppntopevoev 8 1j vodooug tig jAacev

TIp0 TAELOVWY AdYwV TE Kal VOO UATWV;

MukpoD y’ v foav ai Téyval Tiiuatog,

EL ¢ BéAew Umijpye TO KTdobat pévov. (565)
Tov 6¢ mpdedpov Sel keAevadijval uévov

Elvat kaAdv e kayadov mapavtika.

Kal 1o07 éxetvor [Ipdgic éotv 1) pdolg.

XpLotog keAevel, Kal Ktiolg mapiotartal.

(11, 1, 12, 555-569).

367 Orig. c. Cels. 7, 3—4; in Hes. hom. 6, 1.
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There is no boxer who hasn’t begun by holding forth (555)
his hand or by looking for the favourable position;

nor a runner not training his feet in advance;

which sane human, in just one day,

has ever cut, wrought, and played a flute in a contest?

Of which consummate painter has it ever been hear (560)
that he did not mix many different qualities of colours?

Who harangued or healed a disease

before many pleas and many diseases?

Small indeed would be the renown of art

if the bare will sufficed to its acquisition. (565)
Yet the prelate is required, and he alone,

to be admirable and excellent straightway.

But, as the saying goes, “No sooner said than done”:

Christ orders, and a creature forms.

Athletes, musicians, artists, attorneys, and physicians—the examples here mentioned
by Gregory—were not likened to the landed gentry, occupied with leisure and public
activities, nor to the humiliores, who worked the land. Granted, they worked—differ-
ently from the landowners, but their work placed them in the public sphere and, most
of all, required a particular knowledge (téxvn, 564), partially different from the paideia
of the nobles. Furthermore, this particular knowledge required in some cases (such
as that of physicians and attorneys) special institutions—namely, specialised schools
or gymnasia—for its transmission, and with school tend to come different styles and
disputes internal to the discipline®®, In this respect, the parallel between physician and
orator (562-563) may be baffling, since the orator should be by definition the example
of generic paideia, the noble engaged in public life through his word. However, the
terms (¢ppntdpevoey, 562; Adywv, 565) may be interpreted in a more specific sense, as
referring to the advocate: these figures, who, like the physicians, were often upper-
class, were not exclusively trained in paideia, but also had to know Roman law*®, Law

368 On Gregory’s assimilation of the bishop to ancient professionals, with particular attention to medi-
cine: ElIm 2000a. On the legal standing of professions in antiquity: Csilldg 1971. For a somewhat dated but
still useful overview of the condition of professionals (physicians, architects, visual artists and perform-
ers): Jones 1964, 1012-1021 (contrast with the life and condition of wealthy landowners: 557-561). For
the athletes as professionals in late antiquity: Remijsen 2016; for musicians: Webb 2013; for physicians:
Barton 1994; Cracco Ruggini 2003.

369 For prtwp as “advocate”, “barrister”: Lampe 1961, 1217, s.v. pjitwp 2. Among the many meanings
of Adyog, there is not only that of “speech”, “harangue” in court (Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 1057-1059 s.v.
Adyog V.4) but also of “plea”, “case” (II.1.b). Advocates may have had only a cursory knowledge of Latin,
but they either studied law in an institutional school or were trained through experience (Cribiore 2007,
205-213; Jones 1964, 988-991). Cribiore 2007, 212n77, on the basis of texts from Libanius, says that in
388 the praefectus praetorio orientis Flavius Eutolmius Tatianus promulgated a law binding advocates
to the study of Roman Law.



3.3 Questions of episcopal selection == 369

studies, and the Latin language, which was necessary to practice them, often had a diffi-
cult relationship with the equally necessary paideia, as witnessed by Libanius®™.

What does this likening of episcopate and professions tell us about Gregory’s con-
ception of the episcopate? First, it stresses the importance of preparing for the epis-
copate, of doknolc—as the ascetic portrayal that follows immediately (570-634) will
clarify. In this respect, Gregory is trying to rationalise the selection of prelates, using the
institutions closest to the model of rational meritocracy that his world could offer®”,
This does not eliminate the charismatic element of religious leadership, but in Greg-
ory’s perspective this element is ingeniously reserved to the sacrament, which acts
beyond the individual merits of the recipient, as he admits®’. Thus, charisma is reified
and becomes disposable, in that the reigning bishops may allot it as they see fit. In this
context the setting of parameters and requisites for the selection of candidates becomes
justified. The rationalisation of the bishop’s office proposed by Gregory aims at maxi-
mizing the competence of prelates, excluding heretics, uneducated persons, and polit-
ical grifters.

Second, from a cultural perspective, the link to professionals ties into Gregory’s
effort to define a specifically Christian paideia. If indeed for Plato the world of téyvat
is most of all the model of an institutionalised, teachable, and authoritative knowledge
that works, and if after him it becomes commonplace to compare it to philosophy,
Gregory uses té€xval as a model because they were not quite paideia and yet they shared
many features thereof*”, Christianity, as well as the professions, required paideia as an
introductory study, but at the same time Christianity and the professions added some-
thing to paideia, something that was seen as peculiar to their trade, as was Roman law
for the attorneys. Furthermore, the practitioners of such téyvat would have had a less
sedentary life than educated landowners, and this agrees with Gregory’s ideal ascetic
and bishop, a stranger (£¢vog) everywhere he goes®™. As paideia, the téyval tended to
be monopolised by the upper class, and yet they were not so organic to that class as
paideia.

This brings us to the third reason Gregory chooses the téyvat as a model: from the
point of view of society, the professional was something of an outsider to the network of
relations of paideia. Granted, he participated in the network and came from the upper
class, but he did not participate on the same ground as curiales or imperial officials: his

370 Cribiore 2007, 205-213. Some students may have even abandoned rhetorical education after a short
time to pursue on-the-field experience as attorneys.

371 Weber 1922, 126-127.

372 See, for example: undév @opndeig 100 Opdvou TV A€lav. / TavTwy T0 Bhog, ovxL TdvTtwy 8’1 xapig (1,
1,12, 36-37) and §2.2.4.6.

373 On the professions mentioned by Gregory as commonplaces to characterise the philosopher, see:
Meier 1989, 133-134. On Plato and the téxvat most of all: Cambiano 1991; the significance of the téyvat
for Plato (but not for Plato’s reception) is somewhat reduced by Brisson 2000 and Roochnik 1996.

374 TFor the value of Eeviteia in Gregory’s asceticism, in particular its links with the Syrian institution of
moving bishops, see Gautier 2002, 9-16 and in particular 69-77.
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role of expert shaped his social position in a way similar to what parrhesia did for the
philosopher. Indeed, philosophy and téxvn were linked in rhetoric as well as in reality:
some philosophers could see themselves as professionals, specifically as “physicians of
the soul”. In this, they differed fundamentally from the approach of more academic phi-
losophers, because the “physicians of the soul”—as well as other professionals—sought
not to reach truth by means of reason and debate, but claimed to already possess truth
and to apply it. Moreover, the model of the professional—the physician in particular—
accounts for the asymmetrical relationship between the bishop and his parishioners.
This asymmetry, which is typical of the relationship between craftsmen and pupils or
clients, allows Gregory and other Christian authors to reapply the religious imagery
of initiation into a profession to the literally religious initiation of the bishop®”. The
ambiguous social position of the professional is perfect for Gregory’s aims, because it
allows him to criticise both Nectarius, who has the status but lacks specific expertise,
and Maximus, who feigns expertise but lacks status (which invalidates his expertise).
Among the three rivals, the only one with a consistent curriculum is Gregory, son of a
landowner but devoted since his youth to the specific study of Christianity and to the
@loxnalg of a future champion.

3.3.2.2 Acall to action (11, 1, 13)

Though it furthers the same agenda, II, 1, 13 has a different rhetorical approach, one
that brings to fruition the whole tradition of hexametric poetry. From the point of view
of structure, Gregory’s argument occupies the greater part of the core of the poem, and
it is organised as a diptych. It begins inside the herald’s discourse, after the invective
(75-88), with a sneering declaration of general indifference (89-99), which devolves
into another invective (100-115). Here end the words of the herald, and Gregory pro-
duces a series of biblical testimonies cautioning against rash elections (116-138).

After an interlude (139-163), in which the actual behaviour of bishops belies Greg-
ory’s expectations, the poet declares a change of theme, from the leaders to the people
(164-165). It follows another bitter declaration of general indifference (166-183) and
a series of biblical examples of ritual purity (184-195). This second part is framed
with a yvoun—Tola pév nyntipeg 6 & €ometal £yyvbL Aaog, / IIpogpoveg £ kakiny,
kal Ayntipog évevbev (11, 1, 13, 164-165)—which signals the change of theme. Further-
more, lines 166—183 seem to refer to a disparity in the bishops’ treatment of the popula-

375 Lyman 2000, 154-155 for Epiphanius and the difference between apology and heresiology; this is
precisely the difference between Gregory’s conception of Christian culture and Origen’s: for all their
similarities, Gregory conceives truth as a given and culture as a way to propagate, apply, preserve and
restore truth, whereas for Origen the task of the Christian intellectual is to look for truth (hence his apo-
retic method, completely absent from Gregory; see Perrone 2000) and to engage in academic disputes
with different understandings of truth. For the philosopher as “physician of souls” and the asymmetry
in the relationship with the pupil, see Nusshaum 1994, 494-497. On the religious, initiatory nature of the
relationship with a professional: Barton 1994, 82-85, 90-94.
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tion (tola Sikaotalg / ebadev uetépolal, 173-174) in terms of rewards for morality and
moral guidance; but then lines 184-195, with their comparison of roles in the Church
with the different services of the Jewish temple, clarify that the failure to draw dis-
tinctions based on morality relates to ecclesiastical careers and ordinations. Thus, the
difference between the treatment of the theme from the point of view of leaders and
from the point of view of the people is slender at best. The parallel sections 89-99 and
166-183 on one side and 116-138 and 184-195 on the other are effectively duplicates,
both perfectly apt for the situation of the bishops. Interestingly, while 89-99 together
with 166-183 mix and contaminate pagan and biblical examples, the passages in 116—
138 and 184-195 are exclusively biblical. Through these references, both biblical and
pagan, Gregory reinforces the historical perspective already formulated in the initial
narratio (see §3.1.4.1). As we shall presently see, however, he institutes two compet-
ing models of historical explanation—namely, decadence and desecration. In the next
pages, I will treat chiefly these passages, reserving the invectives (75-88; 100-115; 139-
163) for another chapter (§5.2).

The first passage on the selection of bishops, 89-99, is inserted in the fictive dis-
course of the herald®®, This literary device is significant for many reasons. First, it is
a creative use of the rhetorical exercise of the ethopoeia, by which the student would
speak “in the character” of another person, usually a famous figure of myth or history*””.
In this case, the herald verbalises the actions of the bishops: Gregory’s exercise is to
imagine what a herald might say if he had to advertise and explain the behaviour of the
bishops. From the point of view of logic, the procedure amounts to setting up a straw
man. However, it would be an error to consider this poem only from a logical point of
view, because—differently from II, 1, 12—the poet is here more concerned with literary
and emotional values than with arguing against an opposing position. The straw-herald
is effective precisely because the bishops would not verbalise, advertise, or explain their
behaviour; no one would openly admit that such behaviour was justifiable, and having
a herald proclaim it brazenly should prompt recognition of its absurdity. Furthermore,
there is a good deal of satire in the herald’s discourse, the irony being that the character
proclaims loudly and proudly exaggerated things—for example, that hideous criminals
can be bishops or that everyone can become a bishop. It is conceivable that such a satire
had different effects on different hearers: Gregory may have aimed at pressuring his
peers to more caution in bishop elections, while powerful laypeople were encouraged
to discern between bishop and bishop—to the benefit of committed bishop-ascetics like
Gregory.

376 Cf. 73-74: )G Sokéw pot / kipukog BodwvTog €vi ueoatolot dkovelv; and at 116: kijpug pév 81 Tola
Bpujruog. Avtap Eywye. ..

377 On ethopoeia: Amato/Schamp 2005. On the importance of mpoyvuvdopata (rhetorical exercises) for
late antique poetry and for Gregory in particular see §1.3.1; §5.1.3.
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Second, the herald’s discourse has a structural function as a framing device®’,
Whereas II, 1, 12 employed the logical passages of its argument as framing lines for
digressive descriptions and catalogues, the herald’s discourse allows for a framing
without logical arguments, which, in a hexametric context and after the dignified nar-
ratio of 27-71, would have been clumsy. Instead, the herald is introduced and dismissed
with epic formulae so that, while the iambic framing was dialectical, we can say that the
epic one is narrative®”,

Third, the device of the public proclamation, especially as an instrument of irony
in a polemic, had been employed by pagan critics of Christianity, and Gregory took it
directly from them: in fact, Celsus used it and Origen quotes the passage in a chapter of
Contra Celsum found in the Philocalia, a collection of Origenian excerpts probably put
together by Gregory and Basil; another instance of the device is found in the passage of
Julian’s Symposium on baptism already recalled (note 356). Celsus and Julian employed
this rhetorical device in the frame of their polemics against baptism and the undis-
criminated call of Christians to all sorts of people. We have already seen that Gregory
employed those pagan talking points in II, 1, 12, employing them for bishop selec-
tions rather than simple baptism. In II, 1, 13 the technique is the same: the rhetorical
manoeuvre, through which pagans attacked the very concept of Christian baptism, is
repurposed to attack a (perceived) bad habit regarding bishop elections®®,

As regards the contents of lines 89-99, the basic idea is that ordinations are distrib-
uted carelessly:

378 Roberts 1989, 37.

379 Cf. some of the framing lines of 11, 1, 12: 10 &’aitiov’ (371); oV 8’einé pot (432) £0Tw 8€ UI| KAKOG TIG
(454) glmoL Tay v T1g (503); £0Tw 8¢ AovTpov el Sokel kal TodTo oot (522); with those of the herald at I1, 1,
13: ¢ Sokéw oL/ KPUKOG PodwVTOoG €Vl peaatolat akovew (73-74); KpuE pév 8 tola Bpujmuog. Avtap
gywye . .. (116). As regards the post-discourse expression, while the adjective Bpujnvog is a Homeric
hapax (Il. 12, 521), the use of 7oia is an innovation of Apollonius (Fantuzzi 1984, 90-92) often repeated
thereafter (Callim. hymn. in Del. 109; hymn. in Cer., 97; Oppian. halieut. 5, 565; Oppian. cyneg. 2, 362; 373),
and the final Adonic avtap éywye is formulaic from Homer onwards (I1. 1, 282; 15, 401; 24, 244; Apollon.
Rhod. 2, 634; Argonautica Orphica 572; 945; Lithica Orphica 316).

380 Toladta LT AVTOV TPOOTACTESHAUL UNSELS TTPOGITL TEMAUSEVUEVOG, UNSELG GOPAC, UNSELG PPOVLUOG
Kaka yap tadta vopietal map’ Ruiv: dAX €l 1§ duadng, el Tig avontog, el Tig anaievtog, el TIg vijTILog,
Bapp®v Nkétw (Orig. c. Cels. 3, 44); Ot pev yap €ig Tag GALAG TEAETAG KAAOTVTEG TTPOKNPUTTOVGL TASE®
00T1g YeTpag kabapog Kai vV ouVETHG, Kal avdig Etepor H0TIg dyvog And mavtog pvooug, Kal HTw iy
Yoyl 0082V oUvoLse Kakody, kal 6Tw €0 kal Sikaiwg Bepiwtal Kal tadta mpoknpyTTovowy oi kaddpoia
auapTnuatwy voyvovpevol. Enakovowuey 8¢ Tivag oté 00Tol KaAodow: H0TLg, Qasty, auapTwASG,
60TLG AGVVETOG, BOTLG VTILOG, KAl WG AMAXG elnely 0TIg KakoSaipwy, Toltov 1y BactAeia Tol Beod §égeTal
(3, 59); TOv Inoodv PV AvaoTpePOUEVOV Kal TpoayopevovTa oLy, “0otig Bopeg, 60TIG pulat@dvog,
60TLg évayng kat BSeAvpog, itw Bappdv: amoeavd yap adtov TouTel Td H8aTL Aovoag avTika kabapdv,
Kav mAAWY €voxog Tolg avTolg yévntal, Swow T0 otiifog TARgavTL Kal Ty Ke@aAnv matdgavtt kabapd
yevéaBat, (Tulian. Imp. or: 10 336A-B). Cf. with: Aedp’ (6’ dooL kaking émpnTopes, aioxed EWTGOV / ... AeGp’
ite Bapoadéol. il Bpovog evplg Etopog (11, 1, 13, 75; 89).
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Aebp’ (e Bapoaréol. oL Opovog eVPLG ETOLUOG,

Aelp’ (e, Se€LtepiioL véoug kAivolte TévovTag (90)
a0t Tpo@povEwWG, Kal un mobéovat TéTavtal.

Mavva A, £évog Ouppog” Gmag KOATTOLoL AEyoLTe,

“0g mAéov, 6¢ T émbeveg, inv xapw. Ei 8 é6éAorte,

Mn&’ aylov peiSolabe Beovdéog uarog dpyod.

"H téya xal ToAduno v athijatotat Tobolto. 95)
Euvog pev mdvteaaty anp, &uvn 8¢ te yaia,

Euvog 8 oUpavog evpug, & T 00pavog GUIact gaivel,

Euviy 8 ad vTolo ydpts, uvoi e BowkoL.

Oalua péy’, 008¢ ZaoUA xapttog EEvog, GAN LTIOERTNG.

(11, 1, 13, 89-99)

Come on, here, bold ones, a broad throne is ready for everyone!

Come here, bend with the hands the young neck (90)
to everyone readily, even to the unwilling ’tis bent.

The manna again, a strange rain: everyone, collect

in your lap, some more, some less, the same grace!

If you want, don’t even spare God’s holy day of rest,

for it may fester in greedy hands. (95)
Common to all is air, and common is earth,

common the wide sky, and what his eyes illuminate,

common is also the bounty of the sea, common the thrones, too.

How wonderful! Not even Saul is a stranger to grace, but an oracle.

This single passage is framed by the repetition of the herald’s invitation (5e0p’ ite, 89)
and by a beloved maxim (99)*!. Note how Gregory enhances the idea of carelessness
with word choice: the repetition of ndot (89; 91) and the Bpdvog that is e0pvg (89). The
concept is developed further through the hiblical comparison with manna, because its
similarity with rain (évog 6uppog, 92), its abundance, and its destination—all the people
of Israel—express the indifference with which ordinations are distributed, while its
divine provenance and its internal consistency (inv yapuw, 93) reflect the theological char-
acteristics of episcopal consecration®? It is obviously a paradoxical employment of the
usual procedure of typological interpretation, because the positive features of the bibli-
cal manna are ironically mentioned to express the absurdity of the bishops’ behaviour.
As was already mentioned, lines 96-98 feature a pagan theme, the idea of the
common property (o1, better; the nonproperty) of natural elements. It is one of Gregory’s
oft-repeated concepts, which he probably took from Euripides and Menander, but read
in light of Mt. 5:4-5 and (presumably) of the Cynic diatribe®®, In all other Gregorian

381 For the proverb of “Saul among the prophets”, see §2.1.2.1 n. 48 and II, 1, 12, 401 (in the same
context).

382 Biblical sources: elnev 82 k0pLog 1POG My 1800 £ye Bw LUV &PToLG £k TOD 0VPavos (EX. 16:4);
Kal 6tav katépn 1} §pdcog EML TV TapeUBOANY VUKTOG, KaTéBavey TO pavva £ avTiig (Num. 11:9).

383 A remote model might be Aeschyl. Prom. 1091-1092, but for Gregory Men. frg. 481, 4 K.; 531, 8 K;
611 and Eur. Hel. 906 are likelier. Again, the theme is found in Plutarch Is. et Os. 377F, 4. Other sources
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occurrences, the idea has a positive meaning, and [, 1, 9, 97-99 is particularly interesting
because the common property of natural elements is brought up as a foil for the sacra-
ment of baptism—which is also common to all®*. That is, Gregory is applying a defence
of baptism as an ironic attack on ordination, in much the same way as he applied pagan
sources’ attacks against baptism—this time without irony—to ordination.

A similar combination of biblical and pagan themes is found in lines 166-183:

006¢ T1¢ 0T Ayaboio SLdkplalg, ov8E kakolo,

OV TWVLTHG TTOALIIG, OUK a@padéog vedTnTOC,

0V poyepod BLotolo Beovdéog, o paaxoto.

Elg vouog £oti, KaxioTov £xetv TAéoV. ‘Q¢ ArtdA0LTO

Ketvog avnp, 6¢ mpdTog viiyayev €vOas” GAttpoug. (170)
AUTOV KOop0g £oL, aUTOY OedC, booa T AploTolg

“Eometat botatiolow év fuacty apeirdiavta

0i 8 ayabol poyéotev étwaota. Tola Sikaotaig

Evadev nuetépolol. Aikn euyag €vBev damérdol.

“Ev 8 dpa mavta méAol, XpLotog, Bpotog, jALog, aoTip, 175)
DG, 0670, dyyerog E00A0G, Ewa(pOPOG OVKETL AAUTTIWV.

[Iétpw & loa péporLto BeokTOVOC TokapLwTng,

Kal ZoAvpolg iepotowv dAltpotdtn ZaudpeLa.

"Toa 8 €yoL xpuoog te Kal dpyupog, 8¢ aidnpoc,

Mdapyapog 6kpuoevTL AiBw, Tyals 8¢ yapadpar (180)
dvta 8 aw AAARA0LOL TeEQUPUEVA €iG EV (yoLTo.

‘0g moT’ €ny, 8T’ dKoopog €NV TPWTOKTLOTOG VAN,

Koapov €T mStvovaa Staxpldov ov Pefadta.

(11, 1, 13, 166-183)

There is no distinction between good and evil,

nor between hoary sense and reckless youth,

nor between a grievous and devout life and an effeminate one.

One is the rule: to make much of the worst. Damn

that man, who first brought here the wicked! (170)
Let them have the world, God, and whatever

compensation awaits the good in the last days,

let the good fruitlessly toil. Such is the sentence

of our judges, and let justice be banned from here.

Let everything be the same, Christ, man, sun, star, (175)
light, shadow, a pious angel and Lucifer no more shining.

Let God-slayer Iscariot be the same as Peter,

are listed by Moreschini/Sykes 1997, 264 and Moreschini/Gallay 1985, 133, 175 connect it without further
comment to the diatribe. Gregory employs the concept at I, 1, 9, 97-99; I, 1, 13, 96-98; or. 4, 96; 14, 25;
32,22;33,9.

384 Zuvog pev mavteaoty anp, {uvi 8¢ te yala, / Euvog & obpavog evplg, 80’ (pLa KUKAOG EAloael [ Euvov
& avbpwmnotatl cadBpotov EmAeto AovTpov. (I, 1, 9, 97-99); the same idea, implicitly, at or: 33, 9. The prose
passage does not mention explicitly baptism, but the idea of the “two Adams” and of the participation
in the death of Christ the Second Adam comes from Rom. 5-6 and 1Cor. 15:21-23, passages that imply a
theology of baptism.
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and most impious Samaria as Jerusalem most holy.

Let gold and silver be worth the same, and even iron,

a pearl and a rugged stone, fountains and ravines: (180)
let’s mix up everything and treat it as the same!

Thus ’twas once, as the first-created matter was unadorned,

still delivering the unsteadily defined world.

The passage is an expansion and elaboration of its first line, 166: 008¢ T1¢ €07’ dyaBolo
Suaxplolg, ov8e kakolo, denouncing the absence of a moral criterion in the commu-
nity (Adog, 164). However, this time there is no irony, because Gregory is clearly decry-
ing this moral indifference. To do so, he constantly alternates biblical and Hellenic
expressions. He begins at 169-170 with a traditional curse on the np®dtog eVpetg®™
At 171-172 he rewrites in epic terms of the last judgement: The expression Uotatiolowv
¢v fjuacty is an epic rewriting of the New Testament &oyatal nuépat, with otatiolsv
replacing éoydralg, which is never used of time by Homer and the older, neuter word
Nuap®®. Again, at line 174 he alludes to Hesiod’s scene of Nemesis and Aidos fleeing
the world of the Iron Age and its reprise by Aratus®’. Hesiod (op. 256-261) has Justice
(Atkn) wandering the earth to check human judgements and presenting herself to Zeus
to denounce crooked ones; even more significant are lines 183-201 of the Works, a

385 For an overview of this literary theme, with important examples from Callimachus and Euripides
(authors that Gregory knew and appreciated), see Leo 1912, 152-154.

386 £oyatal nuépat: Joh. 6:39; 40; 44; 54; 11:24; 12:48; Act. 2:15; 18; 2Tim. 3:1; Jac. 5:3 and, with a slightly
different wording, Hebr. 1:2; 2Petr. 3:3. For the use of éoyatog: Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 699, s.v. €o)atog
L. ApoitdAavta would mean “the things on the brink/poised that will result for excellent people in the
last days” (see, for example: 1} Unép To0TOV 080 £MiKpNUVOG T Kal Ap@LTdAavTog, Greg. Naz. ep. 4, 6; in
a figured sense: Ipwtn uév Tplddog kabapr YOS avTap émetta, / AyyeAkr TpltdTn 8 ap’ éyw PpoTog,
apoltdiavrog, 1, 2, 9, 68-69). I would prefer the reading avtitédAavta given in note by the edition in the
Patrologia Graeca, meaning “settlement, compensation”, as in I, 2, 2, 11-12 (the only other occurrence):
Tola 81801 uepomeaat oG péyag avritdravta, / Ola mep avBpwrolg évOade petpéopey, paraphrasing ¢
yap UETPW UETPETTE AvTIUETPNONOETAL LYY, Le. 6:38. In this case, avtitdAavta may be a reference to the
U666 promised in an eschatological context (for example Mt. 5:12; 6; 10:41-42).

387 The two virgins in white garments, Aidos and Nemesis, could have inspired Gregory’s dream of the
two virgins in shining raiments: cf. Aevkolow @dpeoat kaAvpapéva xpoa ... Aidwg kal Néueaotg (Hesiod.
op. 198; 200) with Aotai pot Sokéeakov év eipaaty dpyvpéolal / ZTpantewv mapbevikai minoiov iotdpevat
(Greg. Naz. II, 1, 45, 231-232). These two virgins are said to have fled mankind to reach the Olympus
during the Iron Age, which could have influenced Aratus’ description of Dike fleeing mankind to reach
heaven and become the constellation of Virgo (kat tote 61 mpog ‘OAvpmov &no xBovog evpuodeing /
AeVKOTOLY PAPETTL KaALPauéva Xpoa KaAdV / aBavatwv UeTd @O0V (Tov TpoAutdvt avBpwmoug/ AiSwg
kal Népeaig: ta 8¢ Aelpetat dAyea Avypa / Bvntolg avBpwmolol: kakod & ovk éooetat dAkr, Hesiod. op.
197-201; Kai t6te piofoaca Aikn kelvwv yévog avpmv / éntad’ vmovpavin, tavtny § dpa vdooato
xwpny, / Rl mep vvuyin £t eaivetal avBpwmotot / TapBévog, Arat. 1, 133-136).
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description of the Iron Age, with many themes Gregory borrowed: discord?®®; envy®®;

men do not dread the gods®’; they disrespect their parents®; they sack each other’s

city®? there is no recognition for the good and might makes right>®, Furthermore, lines

175-176 of 11, 1, 13 are an inversion of 1Cor. 15:41, organised in couples of opposite
terms (Christ-mortal, sun-star, light-shadow, angel-Satan, Peter-Judas, Jerusalem-Sama-
ria, pearl-rock, spring-ravine), rather than in a list of different categories, so that the
confusion more clearly communicates connotations of moral subversiveness®**, The
only exception to the scheme is the triplet gold-silver-iron (184), which may allude to
the Myth of the Ages, already evoked in the previous lines. Finally, Gregory evokes the
ultimate absence of distinction through the reference to the mythological primordial
chaos. This idea enjoyed increased popularity beginning with the first century BC, as
the Platonic Academy turned dogmatic; indeed, the fountainhead of this conception
for Gregory is probably various interpretations of the Timaeus, either Jewish (Philo),
Christian (Origen), or pagan (Plutarch, Albinus). This “prosaic” derivation of the theme,
as opposed to archaic and Hellenistic poetic models, is demonstrated by the use of the
word UAn (187), which is not normally found in poetic accounts®®,

388 ov8¢ matnp maibeaoy opoilog ovsE L maideg (Hesiod. op. 183); see Greg. Naz. II, 1, 13, 145-148;
151-153.

389 (ijAog 8" avBpwmotatv 6llupoiaty mact / SuokEAAS0G KakdYapTog OUAPTIGEL GTLYEPWTING, (Hesiod.
op. 195-196); the theme of envy, p8dvog, is everywhere in Gregory’s poems, and the epithet kaxdyaptog,
twice in Hesiod, for €pig and (fjAog, is never used anywhere else until Clem. Alex. paed. 3, 11, 75, 4 and
Gregory’s poetry—see in particular Téoo0g €pwg @ageaotv EnfyAvoey uetépototy, / H 86Zng keveiig, ij
KTioL06, | @BOVOC aivag, / Tnkedavog, kakdyaptog, évalolpov diyos €xovat! (I1, 1, 13, 158-160).

390 oxétAloL 008e Be@v Omuv eiddteg (Hesiod. op. 187); see the various allusions to the Last Judgement
in our poem.

391 aipa 8¢ ynpdokovtag atiurioovot Tokiag: / péupovtal 8 Epa tovg yoAenoig Pafovteg EMeaot ...
ynpdvteoot Tokedowy ano Opentipla Solev / xetpodikal (Hesiod. op. 185-186; 188-189); see Gregory’s
self-presentation as a father to the other bishops atII, 1, 12, 813-815.

392 £tepog & etépou moAw égarandel (Hesiod. op. 189); see II, 1, 12, 797-802, where the bishops play
with cities and sees.

393 008 TG €VOPKOL XApLg EaoeTal oUTe Sikaiov/ 00T dyabod, pdAAov 8¢ Kak®V pekTipa kal HBpw /
Gvépeg aivijoovat: 8ixn 8 €v xepot, kat aidwg / ovk €otal, (Hesiod. op. 190-193); see IIp6edpog 1 kakia®
noveitw und el / Kakol yiveabe, toto cuvtopwtatov, / Kai A@ov: 1y 8 mpdgig iotatal vopog (Greg. Naz.
11, 1, 12, 365-367) and O08¢ Tig 0T ayadoio Stikplotg, 008E kakolo ... Elg vopog ¢oti, kdkiatov Exewv
mAéov (11, 1, 13, 166; 169).

394 OV mdoa odpg 1) AT 6apg AAN EAAN eV avBpwTwy, AN 8¢ olpE KTNVEV, BAAN 8¢ olpg TTnVdY,
G\ 8¢ iBOWV. Kal cLwUATa EMOVPAVLA, KAl CWUATA ETTLYELr GAN ETEPA PEV 1} TGOV EMoupaviny 86, ETEpa
8¢ N TV Emiyelwv. dAAN §6&a nAlov, kal GAAN 86&a oeAvng, Kal AAAN 80&a AoTépwv: AoTNp Yap AOTEPOG
SlapépeL év 86&n (1Cor. 15:39-41); the initial position of Christ in Gregory’s text may harken back to 1Cor
15:23 (‘Ekaotog 8¢ év d i8iw tayuatt amapyn Xplotog, Enelta oi Tod Xplotod év tf) mapovoig avtod).
395 Spoerri 1959, 107-111; for UAn, see Tornau 2012. The idea of cosmogony as “separation”, “distinc-
tion” of pre-existing, mixed and disorderly elements was in any case widespread: it may have had an
archaic Greek origin (see: Kirk/Raven 1963, 32-33), it had some biblical appeal and many Near-Eastern
predecessors (Gen. 1; Kirk/Raven 1963, 33-34).



3.3 Questions of episcopal selection === 377

It is interesting to note the oscillations between protology and eschatology: the last
judgement and the negation of 1Cor 15:41 allude to Christian visions of the end of the
world, whereas the curse against the mp®tog evpeti|g, the reference to the Iron Age, and
the reference to primordial chaos allude to pagan origin myths. Apparently, all these
references are purely ornamental, because no unifying logic governs their mention;
rather, the poet employs every reference differently. The curse against the mp@®tog
evpeTig, like the reference to Dike fleeing the world, implies historical decadence, with
a previous Golden Age now lost. When the poet compares the current state of affairs
with primordial chaos, he is giving the current situation connotations of an unnatural
regress towards a more primitive age—implying a natural development opposite to
that of historical decadence. The same idea of subversion of the order of the universe is
suggested by the references to the last judgement and to 1Cor 15:41. Here, two concur-
rent modes of explanation are at work: on one side, the Greek model of society as an
organism naturally deteriorating through time, on the other, the model of a firm hier-
archy, where every change is perceived as unnatural and sacrilegious. The mentions
are divided accordingly: Christian references point to the hierarchical model, whereas
Greek references point to the organicist one, with the idea of primordial chaos, the only
pagan idea Gregory might have seriously accepted, reinforcing the hierarchical model.
Furthermore, historical decadence in the church is one of the main themes of these
poems, as has already been said (see §3.1.3.1; §3.1.4.1).

The subversion of a hierarchical order, on the other hand, is the subject of the two
passages exploiting biblical typology (II, 1, 13, 116-138 and 184-195):

Knpug pev 81 tola Bpuimuog. Avtap Eywye

Agidta pév Mwofjog ayaxAéog olov dkouvaa,

“0¢ polivog ve@éAng elow Bedv ESpakev Gvtny,

Toug 8 édAroug ékédevaev UTTO TPOTOSETTL PévovTag,

Ayvotdtoug tryvolow év ipact xal TpopéovTag (120)
Mouvng eioale Being omdg. OV yap duevov

008 avtolg Brpeaot mately méSov obpaviolo,

M) xat pnyvopévoloty Umd oKoTEAOLOL SaUETEV.

Agidia 8 ad maiswv Aapmv popov, of pa Bundag

0¢évTeg ent &etvolo mupog, Eelvwg kal 6Aovto (125)
AvTika, kKal Buéwv xdpog BavdTolo TeAéadn,

Kal mal8ég mep £6VTEG ApV PeYAAOLO, SAUATOEY.

Q¢ 8¢ xal HAeldnow énéxpae Avypog 6Aebpog,

‘HAei8aug, dTL papyov £yov voov. 'H yap EBairov

OVy tepag madpag iep®v kaBUmepBe AefiTwV. (130)
008¢ uév o008’ HAel x0Aov Ek@Quyev, GAAG Kal avTov

Oy 0oin yaotip maidwv gxdiele Sikatov,

Kal ep det Bpioavta oveldeiolg énéeaaty.

Ei 8¢ tdon Toinowv auaptdot pijvig Eneotwy,

‘Oaoarting 8éog otiv €ml MAeGVETDL KakoloL! (135)
Kal 68, xipwtov dvacoav, 6¢ fjdpace xelpl fefrirw
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K\wopévny, 8dvev alpa. oD 8¢ Te vov £0nkev
AYavaTtov addunoty, épelopata TdkTobL TolywVv.

Hv & dte Mwapitalg vnog péyag ov Batog Rev,

008¢ pév Appavitnouy, énet oTpatov frayov fiov. (185)
"AMoug 8 V8poeodpotay évnpibuncev Tnool,

Kat EvlogopTnyolow, £mel pd v €amagnoav.

Tabta kakolg. Aeul 8¢ yovov peydioLo yépnpav.

Zxnviig yap uw €bnkav énovpaving Bepdmovta

Kaveas’ dpot Buéwv te kat 008e0g, 16¢ movolo. (190)
A)N\0G yap T dAXotowv aviyp xépag elyov m’ EpyoLg,

‘Oooa T énv vnoio kat £€ktobev £yKovEoVTeS.

Kelvol pev toiolal vopoLg apetijg mpopdyLiov:

‘Hyelg 8 ad xaxin yépa Bkapev: 6 6avdroto!

Tig Ta8e Bpnvrioete Yowv ToAVISpLg doLddc; (195)
(11, 1, 13, 116-138; 184-195)

Thus would the herald shout. Yet I do

dread such things as I've heard about the glorious Moses,

who alone gazed openly in through the cloud to God

and ordered the others to remain on the foothills,

although most holy in clothes most holy and trembling (120)
at the very sound of the divine voice. For "twas better

even for the brutes not to step on God’s ground,

that they might be not destroyed under bursting stones.

I do dread also the end of Aaron’s sons, who, for the offerings

put on strange fire, a strange death died (125)
and sudden, and the place of their death was sanctified.

Although the sons of the great Aaron, they were destroyed.

Thus even the Helids a baneful fate seized,

the sons of Heli, for their greedy mind. Yea, they’d lay

unholy hands on the holy kettles. (130)
Nor did Heli escape the wrath, but even him

the ungodly belly of his sons vexed, though he was righteous

and laden with words of rebuke for them.

So, if such sins such a wrath awaits,

how much more should we dread before greater evils! (135)
Even thee, kingly ark, he who kept thee with impure hands

from falling died forthwith. God’s temple too was made

to hands untouchable by the pillars outside the walls.

Once the great temple was unapproachable to the Moabites

and the Ammonites, for they vexed a brave army. (185)
Others were numbered by Joshua among the water bearers

and the wood bearers, for they had deceived him.

This for the evil, yet they honoured great Levi’s seed:

indeed, they made him servant of the heavenly tent,

and here too there were rules for victims, place and toil. (190)



3.3 Questions of episcopal selection === 379

Each man laid hands on his task,

to hasten what was of the temple and outside it.

Those served under such rules of virtue,

whereas we raffle prizes for the vice: oh, death!

Is there a bard skilled enough in laments to bewail this? (195)

The first passage is the minor of an a minore ad maius argument, a logical formula
codified also by Jewish scholars of the Bible as qal w-homer: if the breach of sacred
spaces of the old covenant was so terribly punished as the Bible shows us, then how
much more terribly will we bishops be punished—says Gregory—since we desecrate
the sacraments of the new covenant®®. In our case, the fact that the premise (bibli-
cal punishments) is the minus whereas the consequence (threatened punishments for
bishops) is the maius is left implicit because it presumes a commonly held Christian doc-
trine—namely, that everything pertaining the new dispensation is much more sacred,
important, and even ontologically “real” than its Old Testament type—which is only a
shadow of things to come>?”.

The examples chosen from the Old Testament are the archetypes of desecration and
the punishment thereof, and the poet sums up the biblical text, adding epic nuances.
Lines 117-119 allude to Ex. 19, where Moses enters the cloud while the Israelites stand
ordered hierarchically along the mountainside. The passage is the archetype of a hier-
archy grounded in purification®®, but Gregory “epicises” Moses through the adjective
ayaxAeric, an epithet for heroes in the Iliad®®”. The two examples that follow are less
emblematic: lines 124-126 allude to Lev. 10:1-11, and lines 128-131 to 1Sam. 2:12-17;
22-25. The sons of Eli are employed as an example of lust and gluttony by Ephrem in
CN 21, which, rather than Eli’s sons, uses King Uzziah (2Chron. 26:16-23) as the arche-
type of profanation’®. These examples too are paraphrased with epic language: uo6pog,
6Aovto, and Avypog 6AeBpog (10x in Homer in the same position) replace the biblical
amébavov (Lev. 10:2; 1Sam. 4:11); BunAai the biblical Bupiapa (Lev. 10:1); the epic-sound-
ing patronymic "HA€18e¢ corresponds to biblical (and prosaic) vioy/maideg HAL (1Sam

396 AUTap £ywye [ Asidla uév Mwofjog dyakAéog olov dkovoa ... Ei 82 Tdon Toinow auaptdot uijvig
éneotwy, /'0ooating 8€og éotiv éml mAedveaat kaxolol (I, 1, 13, 116-117, 134-135). The first treatment of
the a fortiori argument is in Aristot. top. 114b 35-115 15; 119b 15-30; rhet. 1397b 10-30; as regards the
Jewish scholars, see the baraita at the beginning of Sifra (https://www.sefaria.org/Sifra%2C_Braita_d’Rab-
bi_Yishmael?lang=hi, accessed: 06.07.2021, 17:52). A fortiori arguments are frequently used by Jesus in
the Gospels (for example: Mt. 6:30; Lc. 11:13; Joh. 20:29; see also Rom. 5:9-10; 17; 8:32).

397 The very same line of reasoning in 2Cor. 3:6-9.

398 For the theologian: Greg. Naz. or: 28, 2-3; Greg. Nyss. vit. Moys. 23, 152-26, 166; Ephr. Syr. hymn. fid.
28, 8; a similar line of thought, though with different examples in hymn. fid. 8; for the priest in liturgy:
Ambr. off. 50, 258; for the proper order in Paradise: Ephr. Syr. hymn. parad. 2, 12.

399 Hom. Il. 16, 738; 17, 716; 23, 529.

400 Ephr. Syr. hymn. parad. 3, 14; 12, 4; 15, 9-10; hymn. fid. 8, 10-11. On the sons of Eli in Ephrem and
Gregory: §3.1.4.4.


https://www.sefaria.org/Sifra%2C_Braita_d�Rabbi_Yishmael?lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Sifra%2C_Braita_d�Rabbi_Yishmael?lang=bi
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2:12; 17; 22)*, Finally, Gregory mentions the two most sacred objects of Old Testament
religion, the ark of the covenant and the temple (136-138). The man killed by the ark is
Uzzah at 2Sam. 6:6-8, whereas the prohibition against touching the temple is nowhere
to be found and is probably an extension of the prohibition against touching the taber-
nacle in the desert (Num. 1:51; 3:10; 38). Here, again, the language is epicised: instead of
KIBWTOV T00 O£00 (2Sam 6:6) we read kiBwtov dvacoav (136)*°%; instead of neptéonacev
(2Sam. 6:6), kAtvopévny (137); instead of anébavev ékel (2Sam. 6:7) the simple Bdvev
alha (137).

The second series of examples (184-195) pertains only to the temple and its orders.
Lines 184-187 are a compressed paraphrase of Dtn. 23:4-5 and Jos. 9:21-23%%, What is
notable in this paraphrase is the shifting of meaning with respect to the hiblical source.
The two expressions ékkAnota kvpiov (Hebr. gahal-yahwah) and cuvaywyn (‘édah) are
rendered by Gregory as vnog péyag: while the biblical terms refer to a community of
people, Gregory’s term points to a building. This is possible because of the meaning
of ékkAnota as church building and with a nod to the prohibition against non-Levites
(6AAoyevrig) touching the tabernacle®*. However, the poet paraphrased these biblical
texts so that, coupled with the following reference to Levitical ministry and its rules*®,
the whole passage gives the impression of a meritocratic hierarchy concerned with
temple service, even if the original texts on Ammonites, Moabites, and Gibeonites were
concerned with the relationship of these people with Israelites in general. The last line
before the peroratio is one of Gregory’s favourite framing devices, consecrated also by
the tradition of Greek poetry: Tig Ta8e Opnvijoete yowv ToAVISpLS aot86g; (195)%6,

The focus on the temple creates a nice contrast with the cosmic indifference decried
at 166-183: the Jewish temple is the type of a proper hierarchy, such as the world and
the church should be and, because of sin, fail to be. Furthermore, even if they do not
state it explicitly, all these biblical images imply Gregory’s understanding of the episco-
pate and of bishop selection. In fact, both when the poet insists on the purity required of
0ld Testament priests and when he describes temple service as a hierarchy where each
has his own function, the knowledgeable reader (as no doubt Gregory’s public was)
understands purity as signifying superior ascetic practice and the consequent theolog-
ical insight, a level of spiritual maturity only few could reach, so that by necessity the
church will be stratified in a hierarchy of mediating priests and serving laymen. It also

401 Gregory employs the biblical expression in prose: ep. 206, 2.

402 For the poetic use of dvaooa: Liddell/Scott/Jones 2011, 121, s.v. dvacoa.

403 ovk eigeAevoeTal Appavitng kat Mwapitng ig ékkAnaoiav kupiov: ... Tapd To Ui cuvavtioat
AVTOLG LUV HETA ApTwY Kal B8aTOg £V Tij 08() EKTOPEVOUEVWVY VU@V €€ AtyUmTtov (Dtn. 23:4-5) and
{hoovtat kal EoovTat EvAoKOTOL Kal UEPoEOPOL TTaaoT Tf| sLVAYWYF, Kabdmep elav avTolg oi GpyovTeC.
Kal ouvekaieoey adTovg Tnoods kal einev avtolg Awd ti Taperoyioacdé pe AEyovTeg ... o ui EkAim €€
VGV §00A0g 0V8E EvAokoTog £pol kal Td Bed pov (Jos. 9:21-23).

404 Lampe 1961, 432, s.v. ékkAnota N; Num. 1:51.

405 Cf. lines 188-190 with Num. 18:1-7 and the various laws of Leviticus.

406 See Prudhomme 2006, 432-43, 443-445.
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helps that the same biblical exempla used here in relation to the institutional episcopate
are employed elsewhere in Gregory’s text for the endeavour of theology, so that the
model through which Gregory thinks about the episcopate and and the model through
which he does theology are practically the same.

3.3.2.3 Comparison

I find the competition of the two models (decadence and desecration) significant in rela-
tion to the problem of bishop selection. In I, 1, 12, desecration does not seem to play a
role, and the poet concentrates on decadence, a narrative which—as we have already
seen (§3.1.3.1)—justifies more stringent intellectual requirements for bishops*”’. In this
context, the parallels between the episcopate and professions are appropriate. If this
model of historical decadence and meritocracy is rationalistic, it still does not doubt
the charismatic nature of the office—the question of how charisma would interact with
inept and immoral recipients is just not treated.

Even if the rationalistic model is not wholly absent from II, 1, 13, the idea of des-
ecration or trespass is much more prominent here. This is demonstrated in the long
narratio of the poem (27-58), where the agent of change and disorder is Satan and his
current attacks on the church are traced back to the temptation of Adam—the Christian
version of the Myth of the Ages and the mp®tog e0peti¢ of sin. The structural parallels
of the Myth of the Ages and Gen. 3 are in the concept of a human condition—located in
the past—free from the sorrows and restraints of the present condition of mankind?%,
Both tales move from this “Golden Age” to the current existential conditions of human
beings. According to this Gregorian narration, the situation has not changed ever since:
Satan tempts humans and humans fall, and under this scheme the failure in select-
ing proper bishops must be understood. Paradoxically, by putting his narration in the
context of sacred and cosmic history, Gregory robs it of its properly historical element,
of its novelty; typology and example reduce the current problem to a recurring scheme.

407 A passage alluding to desecration may be II, 1, 12, 353-354: TadT oV mp6dniog HPPLS; o0 BAGRN
oa@ig; / Toutwv avégetal Tig; @ pvotiplov! The word puotriplov is interpreted by Meier 1989, 111, as a
reference to 2Ts. 2:7 (0 yap puotiplov fidn évepyelral Tijg avopiag). Since the general theme of the poem
is unworthy bishops and the passage from 2 Thessalonians alludes to desecration, especially of the Tem-
ple (2Ts. 2:4), the exclamation @ pvotrjplov may be taken to mean that the unworthy prelates desecrate
the church. However, my interpretation differs from Meier’s: first, because there is no clear indication
that & pvotriplov refers specifically to Paul’s puotrfiplov avouiag; on the contrary, Gregory speaks in
terms of “damage” (BAafr)) and “abuse” (0BpLg), since he is referring to the bishops’ behaviour regarding
power (see §5.2.3); moreover, the expression puotrplov cannot refer to these “damage” and “abuse”,
because both are “apparent”, “obvious” (mp68nAog, caerg). The word must be read as an answer to the
question immediately before it: “who shall tolerate this?” (ToUtwv avégetat Tig;). Gregory answers this
(rhetorical) question with a bitterly ironic reference to religious mystery.

408 The idea of Adam introducing sin into the world is also prominent in Paul’s theology, especially as
expressed in Romans: Rom. 5:12-19; 1Cor. 15:21-22.
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Such a vision is much closer to that expressed by Ephrem in CN 20 than the historical
approach of I, 1, 12 would be (§3.1.3.1).

The comparison of bad elections with acts of desecration or trespass is closely
linked to the idea of the charisma of office: to appoint as bishop someone unworthy con-
stitutes defilement because the office per se is something sacred; and because the office
is sacred, one can say that appointing someone unworthy constitutes defilement. In this
respect, the narration of I, 1, 13 reinforces and justifies the innovative proposal of II,
1, 12, because it reassures Gregory’s readers that he does not mean to deny a certain
charisma inherent in ecclesiastical hierarchy when he criticises current bishops or pro-
poses a rationalisation of the office.

However, the reduction of the historical novelty reveals a different rhetorical
strategy from II, 1, 12. The iambic poem described a problem and discussed a cultural
project to solve it, criticizing perceived antagonists of this project. The hexametric poem
denounces the same problem, framing it from different points of view in order to elicit
an emotional response from the audience. Even if II, 1, 13 still has the formal features
of an oration and even if it explicitly says it aims at persuading its audience, its struc-
ture and arguments betray a different conception: persuasion cannot be intended here
except in the vaguest of senses, as the communication of the urgency of the matter
at hand and the pressing necessity of action*”’; but to understand more properly the
content of the poem, one needs to do away with the fictional setting of a persuasive
speech and to contextualise the work in the relationships Gregory maintained with
influential people in Constantinople and his peers in the empire (see §1.2.2). In such a
context, II, 1, 13 is an attack on those Gregory perceived as “bad hishops”—first of all,
Nectarius and Maximus: the many biblical and pagan examples, as well as the irony of
the herald’s discourse, aim at reducing their authority, or at least making it conditional
to a course of action already known by other writings of the same poet (such as I, 1, 12),
while at the same time enhancing Gregory’s own standing as a morally irreprehensible
outsider.

Finally, the corresponding differences of metres and attitudes between II, 1, 12 and
13 are noteworthy. Against the scholarship arguing for a poor understanding of differ-

409 This is clear in a passage towards the end, introducing the final peroratio of the poem. Gregory
implies he aimed to persuade his listeners: Ei uév 81 meniBotpey, 6vnadped et 6& kaivmrot / MiBov
£uov moAujv Te véwv Bpdaoog . . . (IL, 1, 13, 198-199). However, the only direct plea to the audience, in the
immediately preceding lines, is very generic: Zxéo6e, @iAor A&wpev dtacBalin poyéovteg / OPé mot’
evayéeaat Oeog Tiolto BunAaic (I1, 1, 13, 196-197). The material content of this plea is to be deduced from
the term dtacBalin, which refers back to the moral shortcomings Gregory has highlighted in his poem;
and yet no concrete course of action is suggested, so that this final exhortation is merely stating explic-
itly the message already implied by the sarcastic and censorious description of current behaviours in
the church (if it is bad, it goes without saying that you should not do it). Furthermore, Gregory himself
started the poem as more of a vent than a concrete political project (see II, 1, 13, 18-26; §1.3.2; the par-
allel passage at II, 1, 12, 43—-47 works more as a justification of his resented tone than a declaration of
intent, a function more clearly performed by I, 1, 12, 8-30).
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ent genres by Gregory based on his tendency to treat the same materials in different
forms and metres (§1.3.1), the differences of I, 1, 12 and IL, 1, 13 are a good argument
to claim that Gregory had a sophisticated understanding of genres. It is true that the
two poems treat the same argument and that in them often there is one passage that
paraphrases another or there are two passages that paraphrase a prose passage. This
must be attributed to Gregory’s working procedure, so deeply influenced by the school
practice of paraphrasis, and to a conscious decision to hammer on the same themes
for his political reasons. Moreover, many of Gregory’s themes are new to Greek poetry,
so that it is natural that they tend to oscillate between different genres. On the other
side, the iambic and hexametric poems reveal a fundamentally different attitude to
the same material and different procedures to contextualise and bring to fruition the
same “tiles”. The tradition of dramatic poetry advises iambs as the appropriate metre
for writing sermocinatio (fictional dialogues) in the style of Cynical diatribe; this in
turn is the best way to present a reasoned proposal of reform—determining Gregory’s
approach to criticizing the bishops in II, 1, 12. Similes were one of the main features of
epic style, so that a poem trying to plot contemporary issues onto literary or natural
precedents may well be written as a digressive epic, all the more so since the literary
precedents come from the Bible, deemed “high” as far as subject matter goes, and also
because epic allows a writer to alternate narration and discourses*'°.

3.3.3 Conclusion

A comparison of Gregory’s and Ephrem’s texts on the theme of bishop selection reveals
deep differences in approach and conceptions, differences similar to those observed for
other themes and reflecting different contexts of poetic production.

Ephrem’s poems deal with the problems of the local community, so that they tend
to treat bishop selection ex post facto, aiming at consensus. In this, they appear archaic
compared to Gregory’s texts, because their problems, strategies, and conceptions are
much more similar to those of second- and third-century Western authors, such as
Cyprian and Origen. The great novelty of Gregory’s texts in respect to his predecessors
lies in a new perspective: the focus is much less the community and much more the

410 Aristotle says of Homer that he imitates serious actions by excellent men (Emet 6¢ pipotvrat ot
ULHOVPEVOL TIPATTOVTAG, AvayKn 8¢ ToUTouG fj 6TI0udaioug i pavAoug eivat ..., fitot BeAtiovag i kad’ fudg
f| xelpovag fj kal ToLovToLG ... olov ‘Ounpog uév Bertiovg, KAeopdv 8¢ duoiovg, Hyfjuwy 8¢ 6 @dotog <6>
706 mapwdiag mounjoag Tp&Tog Kail Nikoydpng 6 Tiv Aeltada xeipoug, Aristot. poet. 1448a 1-2; 5-6; 11—
14, he does so sometimes in a diegetic way, sometimes mimetically (kal yap €v Toig avTolg Kal Td avta
uuelofal €oTv 0TE PEV AmayyéAAovTa, i ETepov TL yryvouevov homep ‘Ounpog motel, 1448a 20-22) and
that the hexameter is particularly apt for narration and metaphors, whereas the iamb is more “practi-
cal” (t0 yap 1pwiKov 6TacIUWTATOV Kal 0yKwEoTatov ThV UETPWV £0TLv (510 Kal YAWTTAG Kal HETAPOPAG
Séyetal PAALOTA: TTEPLTTI Yap Kal i) Synuatikn uiunotg Tov GAAwv), o 8¢ laupelov kal TETPAUETPOV
KLWVNTIKA KAl TO UEV OpXNOTIKOV TO 8¢ TPAKTIKGY, 1459b 35-37).
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universal (or imperial) church. Hence, selection is no longer a problem of consensus
on different social and ecclesiastical strata, but is instead a matter administered by a
rather homogeneous group of people—the current bishops—with a certain influence
from powerful laymen.

In this context, demands and dynamics hitherto barely considered arise, and with
them new rhetorical aims and strategies become prominent: these new dynamics and
discourses tend to replicate those of late antique aristocracy, in that the group of co-opt-
ing bhishops disputes new selections along theological (i.e., ideological) lines as well
as according to family and friendship ties. This is especially true in Gregory’s poetry,
because it uses the traditional weapons of paideia (as demonstrated by his mastery of
different genres and their metres, a concern apparently lacking in Ephrem) and ties
together universal aims (e.g., rationalisation of the episcopate) with partisan aims (e.g.,
defence of his person and attack on Nectarius and Maximus).

This context explains the main new theme found in Gregory’s poetry, a theme
absent from Ephrem’s—namely, rationalisation. When the matter at hand is crafting
consensus ex post facto for a selection ultimately in the hand of God, one should not
speak of requirements or even of a choice; at best credentials may be presented as
further proof of divine election, as guarantees, or as signs of charisma. But when the
poet addresses a board of peers perceiving themselves as responsible for the choice,
then positive features may be properly named requirements or credentials.

Closely connected with the idea of a responsible choice by the bishops is the possi-
bility of error in this choice, which has two implications: first, if one does not want to
completely forgo the charismatic nature of the office, then charisma must be located in
toto in the abstraction of the office itself or in the rite of consecration, with the recipi-
ent either contributing with his personal charisma to the charisma of office or defiling
the office with his unworthiness; second, the possibility of error allows for invective
and infighting—though it is difficult to determine if the idea of error and responsibil-
ity arose from invective and infighting, or vice versa. Both these implications are fully
played out in Gregory: the poet never doubts the efficacy of sacraments and, much to
the contrary, employs their efficacy and sanctity to highlight the sacrilege perpetrated
by those who administer sacraments unworthily. Error is thereby thematised under the
category of sin or sacrilege and employed as material for invective; the same mecha-
nism is at work when error is categorised as historical decadence and lack of theologi-
cal preparation.

Finally, it is interesting to note how much of pagan antibaptism arguments Gregory
borrows in his critique of rash consecrations. Such borrowings are nowhere to be found
in Ephrem. They are likely due to the aristocratic background Gregory shared with
the pagan authors he borrowed from: they all shared the same core values of Greek
paideia—in particular, the idea that only those who have trained themselves painstak-
ingly may reach moral excellence, which also depends upon a correct understanding
of the divine. In a way, this reinforces one of the basic theses of Elm’s book on Gregory
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and Julian*"'—namely, that the challenge posed by paideia and pagan reactions to foun-

dational Christian values (such as grace) contributed strongly to the refinement and
clarification of Christian doctrine. Maybe, if we do not observe the same awareness of
the complications surrounding bishop selection in Ephrem, it is partly because Ephrem
experienced less pressure from elite culture to justify the selection of his community’s
leaders.

3.4 Conclusion

This long inquiry should have equipped us to answer this question: What is a bishop
in the poems of Gregory and Ephrem? I do not mean to ask simply what Ephrem and
Gregory thought of the episcopal office or what their theology says about it. The question
is more particular and concrete and pertains to the meaning and form of the concept
of “bishop” and of the particular bishops in the literary construction of the poems; the
poets’ theoretical ideas do play a role naturally, but they are just one of the many con-
siderations that go into the composition of a poem. The addressee, the concrete situa-
tion, and the pragmatic aims of these texts were also taken into consideration by their
authors, who modelled these requirements into the recognised forms of their literature.

If we had to condense Gregory’s and Ephrem’s theoretical models of the episcopate,
which are by and large the same, we could define the bishop as the ascetic-in-chief of the
community. Such a definition recognises the predominance of the theme of leadership
in both poets’ theology; liturgical priesthood is also present, but not so prominent. Ascet-
icism is the other element of the definition, and it summarises the moral code Gregory
and Ephrem shared, while also taking into account Gregory’s emphasis on teaching.
Morality and ascesis by and large coincide, with Gregory’s ascesis characterised by its
engaging with Scripture and its contemplative aims. Asceticism is also the requirement
(for Gregory) or the sign (for Ephrem) of a good candidate to the episcopate.

Therefore, the a priori model for the bishop is something like the protagonist in the
Life of Porphyrius of Gaza and unlike the one in the Life of Epiphanius of Salamis—to
employ the same examples as Claudia Rapp*'2. O, if we want to reference two more famous
bishops, Ephrem’s and Gregory’s model is more Saint Augustine than Saint Ambrose: a
bishop with an ascetic background in a community; possibly well educated, according
to Gregory; preoccupied with the unity and orthodoxy of his diocese but also with their
moral progress; capable of choosing worthy colleagues from among the clergy. The model
of the civic bishop represented by Saint Ambrose, always engaged in charitable projects
or in administering justice, a great builder of churches and finder of relics, capable of
exercising parrhesia even before an emperor—this is nearly absent from the poems.

411 Elm 2012.
412 Rapp 2009.



386 = 3 The Bishop and His World

Interestingly, the Ambrose/Epiphanius model corresponds well with what we know of
Basil, whereas the Augustine/Porphyrius model adapts well to Gregory’s own profile.

This correspondence hetween Gregory’s profile and his model bishop is no coin-
cidence. The discourse around the ideal bishop, which in II, 1, 12 appears so generic,
is really—as I have established more than once—an apology of Gregory himself. Vice
versa, apologetic and autobiographical passages attribute to Gregory the same charac-
teristics as he attributes to his ideal bishop. This dynamic will be clearer in my analysis
of I1, 1, 17 in chapter §5.1.1. In the case of II, 1, 12 what appears as a reasoned proposal
for the episcopate in general is really a counter aimed at the poet’s critics and politi-
cal adversaries in the capital. Even the definition of a specifically Christian doctrine,
since such a doctrine had to be taught by bishops, is meant to locate the ideal teacher
in the social space occupied by Gregory and to sharply differentiate this teacher from
the social models of Gregory’s competitors, Maximus and Nectarius. Furthermore, the
ascetic portrayals in the four poems correspond (often verbatim) to the autobiographi-
cal passages on Gregory’s own retreat from Constantinople. InII, 1, 12 the model ascetic
is always contrasted to a model profligate, clearly meant as an attack to Nectarius.

This literary stance is much less prominent in II, 1, 13, where bishops and candi-
dates for the episcopate are treated as a collective, sometimes even objectified through
metonymy (£80¢, £pxog, Biiua, KiyxAig). If IT, 1, 12 and II, 1, 17 presented us with con-
trasting portrayals, II, 1, 13 is a grand historical painting crowded with figures and
symbols. The painting also has depth and perspective thanks to its references back to
sacred history and to the grandiose narration of how the church came to be after the
original sin and how Satan has found a way to fight it now. Gregory introduced a his-
torical perspective also in I, 1, 12, but with a completely different aim: if in II, 1, 12 the
change from the past to the present is primarily an argument in favour of Gregory’s
apparently generic proposal for the episcopate, the multiple references to the past in II,
1, 13 give the impression of a long history of a collective of people (a Aa6g), in which the
bishops appear as real-life actors in the last phases.

It also adds to this sense of reality that already at the beginning of the poem the
bishops are put forth as addressees. Again, this device is found also in II, 1, 12, but there
it appears only towards the end, and the bulk of the poem speaks to the stock fictive
counterpart of diatribe. The fictive partner helps the speaker build the argument and
anticipate objections, but the partner has no character or consistency of his own. The
bishops of 11, 1, 13 (as well as those of II, 1, 10), on the other hand, are at the same time
addressed and described, so that they are unmistakably linked to the matter at hand.
What is said is said of real, present people, though still treated as a collective and not as
outright characters.

The bishop appears as an addressee also in Ephrem’s poems, in particular in CN
17-21. Here, the poet gives voice to the community to praise the prelate. These poems
are the ones that correspond most closely to the genre of the “mirror”, in which one
speaks to a high official (a king, for example, or a bishop) of the characteristics and
duties of an ideal representative of his office, ostensibly to praise those characteristics
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in the addressee but allusively to enjoin him to exhibit them. So, if the bishop described
by CN 17-21 is nominally the addressee Abraham, in reality what is represented is an
ideal image at which Abraham should aim. This process, however, is not developed
rigidly: moments of Abraham’s personal history are indeed told in the poems, which
do not lose their link to reality. In this compromise we see the poet’s ability to combine
the need to express a message with an acknowledgement of the concrete situation of
performance which required personalised praises for the addressee. These could, after
all, function as a captatio benevolentiae.

Finally, CN 13-16 present yet another literary strategy. Here, the ideal bishop is
divided, so to speak, into the three real bishops of Nisibis: Jacob, Babu, and Valgash. To
give a character to each of these and to differentiate them from one another, Ephrem
does not rely on the normal instruments of literary characterisation, such as the
description of outward looks, direct speech from the character, or description of the
inner workings of his mind. The poet is, after all, part of the picture, as he refers to
himself at least once here and twice in CN 17-21; therefore, he cannot cast himself as
omniscient narrator. Instead, each of the three bishop is allotted a set of virtues from the
ideal bishop: Jacob is stern and ascetic, Babu is charitable and generous, and Valgash
is meek and capable of teaching. Of these three, only Valgash is described with some
depth and emerges as a longtime ascetic, sweet and maybe a bit shy, but also a capable
preacher. This method results in an admittedly rigid characterisation: Ephrem seems
less interested in the human substance of his bishops and more in the historical scheme
their threefold succession represents. The impression is warranted by a closer reading
of the poems: episcopal succession is indeed the main theme he wants to expound in
these madrase, as we shall see in the next chapter.



